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	1. Prologue: Prisoner of the Mind

**Shadow of the Night**

**Prologue: Prisoner of the Mind**

The unholy offspring of Lightning and Death itself glided above the human village of Berk on silent wings. Invisible, a black shadow against the midnight sky, she was fear given form, striking from the skies with deadly force, then vanishing into the darkness. Yet she was also a prisoner.

_The northern catapult, destroy it._

She quickly located her target, and saw the humans manning it. Several nearby buildings were ablaze, there was no chance of her being spotted on approach. Not for the first time, she tried to will her tailfins to move, to carry her out to sea, away into the night. But her body not hers; it belonged to the Queen.

She felt herself spark a fireball in her throat, then her wings folded of their own accord and she dove. At the last moment, the humans heard her whistling approach and leapt for safety as her shot reduced the catapult to splinters. She circled around and fired another shot, collapsing the tower that it had stood on.

_Good,_ she thought, _that should cripple the human's defences on this side._

_Wait, was that my thought, or __**hers**__? _Sometimes it was hard to tell the difference.

For nearly as long as she could remember, the last Night Fury had been an instrument of the Queen's will. Deep inside herself, she held on to a fuzzy memory of her and her parents flying over a vast ice sheet, emerald aurorae gleaming in the sky above them. It was almost all she had left of her kind, that and...

_No,_ she told herself, _can't think about that, not while __**she's**__ paying attention. Quick, think about something else._

How did she know she was the last Night Fury? She had hunted them. The Night Furies had been the smartest and wisest of all dragons and had tried to fight the Queen. However, the slow-breeding Night Furies were overwhelmed by the sheer numbers of the Queen's flock and the survivors of her race were driven into hiding. They had possessed a strange ability to resist the Queen's power, so never suspected that one of their own was an agent of the enemy.

The pained screech of a Nadder shook her from her thoughts. A flying boulder had shattered all the bones in the dragon's left wing, sending the young dragon spiralling to the ground. She watched, helpless as the mauve dragon crashed to the ground, and the humans cheered and pounced on her.

She felt sick. The whole war was a pointless, senseless waste of life. The dragons only attacked the humans because the Queen commanded it, and the humans only fought back because the alternative was extinction.

Her eyes narrowed as she located the catapult that had thrown the offending boulder. She might not be able to stop the war, but the least she could do was avenge her fallen comrades. She didn't need the Queen's command as she readied her fires and rolled into a dive. A grim sense of catharsis filled her a moment later as she watched the catapult's fiery annihilation.

Distantly she heard a strange metallic twang followed by the sound of bolas rushing through the air.

She ignored the sounds, even if somehow she'd been seen, there was no way-

She cried out in pain and shock as something impacted her from the side, wrapping around her legs and tying up her wings. She struggled frantically against her bonds as she tumbled from the sky, but they held firm. A detached part of her mind observed it was fortunate that she carried most of her speed out of the dive, else she would have splashed down in the water and drowned.

Then the ground rushed up to meet her and everything went black.

* * *

><p>The first sensation that returned was pain. Her head throbbed, and seemingly every scale along her back and right side ached from the impact. She focused on her flight surfaces, as far as she could tell, her wings were still tied up by the bolas, but thankfully her sub-wings and tail fins were still intact.<p>

Her eyes opened. From her position on the ground, she could just make out that she was in a forest, lying in a crater formed by her impact. Pain lanced up her spine from her bruised muscles as her limbs suddenly thrashed and strained against her bonds. An involuntary cry escaped her throat before the Queen clamped her jaws shut.

_It's no use. If the crash didn't dislodge the ropes, nothing we can do is going to shift them._ She wasn't completely certain that the queen could actually hear her thoughts, but in her darker moments, she spoke to her anyway.

A wordless roar of fury filled her mind, and her limbs strained even harder against the restraints. The last Night Fury silently cried out in agony as the ropes began to cut into her scales and her wounded muscles protested the abuse. At last, when she thought she must pass out from the pain, the Queen released her, and she slumped to the ground, gasping for breath.

The Queen hadn't let her go completely, she could still feel her twisted presence on the edge of her consciousness, but for the moment, her body was almost her own.

_I suppose you think this is some kind of cruel irony, _she thought bitterly, _giving me control when I'm tied up and too battered to move anyway._

As she lay there, contemplating whether she'd die of thirst before the humans found her, she noticed the sky between the leaves above her lightening. An irrational flare of hope bloomed in her chest. The raid would have ended hours ago and the humans would be too focused on rebuilding to watch the skies, a small group of dragons could...

_Don't be a fool._ She told herself. The Queen didn't care for her tools, even a useful one like herself. _Is this what I've been reduced to? _she wondered. _The last Night Fury alive desperately hoping that the architect of her race's genocide will rescue her?_

The sound of a human voice drifted through the forest, and she froze, clamping her eyes shut. She heard the whistle of a tree branch whipping through the air, and the human cried out in pain. For a moment she hoped that it had been been knocked unconscious by the blow, but a few seconds later she heard footsteps approaching her, and then the beast's scent washed over her. Judging by the muskiness of the smell, she thought that this one was a male.

He spoke again, and she took in a deep breath. Beneath the overpowering stink of the human, she could smell the furs and leathers that he wore, and a distinct odour of charcoal. She heard his clothing rustle and then scent of metal washed over her. The human continued speaking, and this time, she focused on his voice, it didn't sound like the other humans she'd heard. Then she realised what she'd been missing. This human absolutely _reeked_ of fear.

She felt a pressure on her left foreleg, and she involuntarily flinched, a moan of pain and fear escaping her maw. The human recoiled.

Suddenly overcome with a desire to see the face of her executioner, she opened her eyes.

He was a boy.

At its widest point, his torso was barely wider than one of her forepaws, and his arms looked like spindly twigs. Rather than a powerful sword or vicious axe, he clutched a small dagger in both hands. Her gaze drifted up to his face and met his eyes. She saw the uncertainty that resided there.

_So this is how the last Night Fury dies,_ _shot down and helpless before a mere hatchling._

_It's what you deserve,_ part of her whispered. _You're weak, a slave and a traitor to your race._

The human appeared to make up his mind and raised the dagger. She closed her eyes and laid her head on the ground. _It's over, _she thought, waiting for the blow to come _I'll finally be free._

The blade never fell.

She heard the human turn away from her, a depressed murmur escaping his lips.

_Is that it!? _She raged silently, _Are you just going to leave me here to die!?_

The human moved back towards her and she felt a slight tug on one of the ropes restraining her.

The Queen was back in control before she even realised what was happening.

As soon as enough of her bonds were severed, she was up on her feet and throwing him back against a nearby boulder, a low growl rising in her throat.

Time seemed to slow down as she met his gaze for the second time, the positions of power reversed. She knew that he'd almost killed her, and should be glad to take her revenge, but all she could think was _he let me go_.

_He took pity on me,_ she realised, _all these years of war, and this pathetic boy, this... talking fishbone was the first human to see us as more than mindless beasts._

She was so close that she could hear the human's frantic heartbeats, the fear-scent rolling off him was almost overpowering.

_He could have done it, _she thought, _taught the humans that we're more than mindless beasts, discovered that we're being controlled, and ended the war..._

_No, not like this, he's too weak, too vulnerable..._

_Maybe he still could, not as a human, but as..._

Her time was up. She felt her jaws part, and a fireball building in her chest.

_It's now or never._ With that thought, the last Night Fury reached deep inside herself and drew on the final legacy of her kind. She located her reserve of Auric power, the one part of her mind the Queen couldn't touch, and immersed herself in it, letting the light flood through her.

The Queen's control shattered immediately, and her aches and pains faded as the power suffused her body. Moments later, she heard a roar of fury in her mind and felt her power drain as the Queen battered against it. She turned back to the boy beneath her. She had precious few seconds to accomplish what she needed.

_I'm sorry,_ she thought, _I don't even know your name, and I'm going to tear you away from your tribe and place the last hopes of an entire race on your wings._

With that, she lowered her head and gently pressed her muzzle to his forehead. Closing her eyes, she drew on all of the power flowing through her and dumped it into him, willing his body to change, moulding it into the form he needed.

The boy let out a single gasp, his pupils widening to an unnatural size, then fell into unconsciousness.

She stayed long enough to see the first jet black scales break out on his skin, then leapt into the air, frantically beating her wings to get as far away from him as possible. With the last dregs of her power, she erased the memories of what she'd just done.

In her final moment of consciousness, she felt something she'd never experienced before; _hope._

_I'm not alone,_ she thought.

Then the light within her went out, and she snapped back into the Queen's control, powerless to resist her will.

* * *

><p><em><strong>Author's Notes:<strong>_

_Friendly Greetings!_

_Well, I finally gave into the plot bunnies, and here we are again._

_Nearly every HTTYD fanfic writer does one of these 'Hiccup transforms into a Night Fury' stories at some point, and this is my own take on the genre. I don't want to give away too much at the moment, but I've read a fair few of the Dragon!Hiccup stories on this site and a lot of them tend to fall into the same patterns, so I'm trying to do something slightly different with this story. Hopefully you can see that in some of the hints I've dropped in this prologue._

_I already have the first five chapters of this fic planned out in some detail, which takes us up to about the halfway point of the story, and I have a pretty good idea of where I want the plot to go from there. We'll be broadly following the plot of the first movie, but obviously deviating from it somewhat as we go along. For people who have read my previous HTTYD fanfic, "Winds of Change" I envisage the final length of this story to be roughly the same as that fic._

_Continuing my tradition from the ANs of WoC, I'll try and give a fanfic recommendation for you readers in the notes on each chapter. I'll start with one of my inspirations for creating this story, another Dragon!Hiccup story by the name of 'I Hear Him Scream' from Rift-Raft._

_As always, Thank you for reading, and please let me know what you think of the story so far in a review!_

_~Superbun_

_Next Time: Hiccup and Astrid POVs! _


	2. Chapter 1: Metamorphosis

**Chapter 1: Metamorphosis**

"_Okay, but I hit a Night Fury"_ Those had been Hiccup's words. "_It went down, just off Raven Point. Let's get a search party out there, before..."_

Astrid Hofferson slipped between the trees, moving with the silent grace of a warrior several years her senior. It was almost trivial for her to follow the Haddock heir without being heard, the boy had no battle sense whatsoever.

She wondered why she was bothering to tail him. It was extremely unlikely that the boy had managed to bring down the elusive Night Fury, but something about his pleas to his father had sounded so earnest, so sincere, that for a moment she almost believed him. It had been several years since Hiccup had last claimed to have brought down the most enigmatic of dragons, and after that incident Stoick had impressed into his son that untruthful boasting was not a good habit for future chiefs to get into. She highly doubted Hiccup would have gone back to his old ways.

Regardless, if by the will of the Norns, he had somehow managed to down a Night Fury, there was no way she was going to let the future chief of Berk face the beast alone.

Hiccup's head was buried in his omnipresent notebook as he walked, muttering to himself as he scribbled on the page with a charcoal pencil.

Astrid darted from her hiding place, crouched behind a dense patch of foliage, and pressed her back against the trunk of a pine tree. Hiccup didn't even glance up from his book. _It's amazing, _she thought, _he's barely even paying attention to his surroundings. You wouldn't think he was hunting the most dangerous dragon ever to plague Berk. _

Hiccup snapped the book shut with a sigh of frustration. "Oh, the gods hate me," He moaned. "Some people lose their knife or their mug. No, not me. I manage to lose an entire dragon!?" He angrily smacked at a low lying branch, and it whipped back at him, striking him in the face.

Astrid shook her head, suppressing a sigh. She didn't hate him, not really. She could tell that he didn't do what he did out of malice, just incompetence. It was better for everyone involved if he was kept away from anything important until he grew into something resembling a man.

She shifted to get a better view, and froze at the same moment he did, hand slowly reaching for the handle of her axe. Just in front of Hiccup, a deep trough was carved into the ground, as if a large object had been dragged through the soil. The track disappeared over a small ridge. Finally, Hiccup demonstrated some common sense and dropped to his hands and knees, crawling up to the edge of the ridge, while Astrid darted for the cover of a boulder on top of the ridge.

Hiccup suddenly let out a surprised gasp and she shifted her axe into a ready position before peeking out from her hiding place.

Lying in a crater formed by its impact, with bolas wrapped around its body, was a dragon. The beast's scales were like shards of obsidian; its colouring was unmistakable, against the night sky it would be completely invisible.

_By the gods!_ she thought, _He actually managed it!_

Hiccup fumbled around in his jacket and pulled out a dagger, nearly dropping the blade in the process. Seemingly gathering what little courage he possessed, Hiccup scrambled over the peak of the ridge and into the depression where the Night Fury had come to rest. He momentarily pressed his back against a nearby boulder, then approached the downed beast.

Astrid shifted herself into a ready position, her muscles tense and ready to spring. She wouldn't deny the chief's son the honour of killing his first dragon, but if he needed her help, she'd be there to provide it.

"Oh, wow. I did it. Oh, I did it!" He sounded as doubtful of his achievement as she'd been. "This fixes everything! Yes! I have brought down this mighty beast!" He placed his foot on the dragon's upper foreleg. The Night Fury flinched, jerking its leg. Astrid nearly leapt from her hiding place, then remembered that the dragon was still restrained by the bolas wrapped around it.

Her fist tightened around the handle of her axe, knuckles turning white. _So, it's still alive._

Hiccup recovered from his shock and warily reapproached the dragon, holding the knife out before him.

The dragon let out an unnatural moan. She didn't know if it was one of pain, sorrow, or some other, alien emotion.

Hiccup took several deep breaths, flipping the dagger over in his hands and preparing to strike. The point of the blade pointed downwards towards the underside of the dragon's neck. Astrid nodded approvingly, one or two swift strikes and the menace would be dead.

"I'm going to kill you, dragon." Hiccup began, his voice gaining in confidence. "I'm gonna cut out your heart and take it to my father. I'm a Viking. I am a VIKING!"

_Not the most inspiring battle cry, _she thought, _but he can work on that._

Hiccup raised the dagger above his head. Astrid held her breath.

He stared down at the dragon for a long moment. He lowered the knife.

"I did this," he murmured dejectedly, turning away from the dragon.

_Yes you did, _Astrid thought angrily. _Now finish the job! _She didn't pretend to understand what went on in Hiccup head most of the time, but she decided he wasn't leaving these woods until that dragon was dead.

She was about to step out from hiding when he suddenly turned and dropped to his knees beside the Night Fury. She shifted, trying to get a view on what Hiccup was doing.

The Night Fury was free before she could even react.

In a single motion, the dragon threw off its bonds and leapt to its paws. In the process it grabbed Hiccup and pressed him up against the boulder he had hid behind moments earlier.

Astrid froze, her axe half-raised. The dragon had Hiccup's neck between two of its claws and was staring down at him intensely. There was no way she could get to him in time. She had no doubt the dragon would sense her as soon as she moved, and would have ample time to finish off Hiccup before turning to deal with her.

She forced herself not to look away as the Night Fury reared up, preparing its fires.

Suddenly, it shook its head and closed its mouth, choking off the building flames. The dragon blinked, and its eyes began to glow a brilliant, shimmering, emerald green. From between the eyes the light spread backwards, shining mutedly through the scales along its spine.

The dragon looked down for a beat, then leaned forwards and gently touched the tip of its nose to the centre of Hiccup's forehead. The light shining through its scales flared brightly, then vanished, leaving only a barely perceptible shimmer in the Night Fury's eyes. In the same moment, Hiccup cried out once then went limp beneath the Dragon's claws.

A chill ran down Astrid's spine. Something about that light, the way it had seemingly appeared from nowhere unsettled her. _What did it just do to Hiccup?_

The dragon stepped back and studied Hiccup closely, obviously looking for something. Then, without warning, it spun around and leapt into the air, flying away to the west like it was being pursued by Fenrir himself.

Astrid stayed where she was, adrenaline still coursing through her body. Hiccup moved unconsciously, his head falling such that he looked towards her. Astrid gasped. At the centre of his forehead, at the exact point the dragon had touched him, was a patch of pitch black skin. The dark patch was visibly expanding, discolouring the skin around it. Hiccup shifted again, and as the light played across his face, she saw that what she had originally taken to be a single dark patch was in fact split into overlapping segments. With a sense of dread, she realised what they were; dragon scales.

Transfixed in horror, Astrid watched as the patch of scales began to spread. His hair fell out in clumps as the scales spread upwards, past his hairline. At the same time, his head began to morph, it grew in size and flattened, becoming large and spade-shaped. His eyes more than doubled in size and migrated towards the side of his head, while his nose melted into the flesh around it, leaving a pair of slitted nostrils. His mouth widened into the deadly maw of a dragon, and the skin of his jaws rippled as his teeth grew into razor-sharp fangs.

As the wave of scales spread to his torso, his arms morphed, becoming short and stocky, the dextrous fingers of a smith transforming into powerful claws. Alongside these changes, a new pair of limbs sprouted from his shoulders, bursting through his ruined tunic. The thick leading edge of the wings grew out first, followed by the fingers that gave them shape. For a moment they looked like a pair of misshapen hands growing from his back, then the wing membrane filled in between the fingers.

As the scales spread lower, his chest began to swell with new muscles, tearing his clothing to shreds. A large pair of fins sprouted from his hips as legs warped to match his new forelegs. The last change was his tail. It pushed out from the base of his spine, writhing back and forth like a snake until it made up almost a third of his body-length. Finally, another set of fins unfurled almost gracefully from the tip of the tail.

At last, all was still.

Astrid slowly rose from her crouch, staring down from the ridge in shock and disbelief. Lying on the ground before her, where the heir to the chiefdom of Berk had been a few minutes earlier was a Night Fury.

Cautiously, she slid down the bank and approached the dragon, axe at the ready. Now that she was closer, she could see that he wasn't identical to the beast that transformed him. His body appeared to be less muscular, and his limbs seemed slightly longer than they should be, proportionally. If she didn't know better, she would almost have described this Night Fury as _lanky_.

Astrid gritted her teeth. In front of her was her people's greatest enemy, her instincts told her what she had to do. She raised her axe. She'd let one Night Fury escape already, there was no way she would let a second one get away.

She couldn't do it. Until a few short minutes ago this had been Hiccup. For all she knew his mind might still be in there. He may have been the village nuisance, but by his blood alone, he was owed her respect, and her life in battle should it be asked for. So, she couldn't, no, she _wouldn't_ kill him while there was a chance that the Hiccup she knew lived on in this dragon's body.

The Night Fury that replaced Hiccup groaned. Astrid started. _He's waking up!_

She span around. If she was wrong about him, she did not want to be nearby when the dragon woke up. She looked back, hesitating. If this wasn't Hiccup, she'd never get another chance like this. If it took off, she knew she'd never see it again.

The dragon groaned again, its eyes twitched beneath their scaly black lids.

Muttering a prayer to the gods, Astrid ran for the cover of the trees.

* * *

><p>The first thing Hiccup realised was that he wasn't dead. Then he noticed that he wasn't in pain either. He paused, why was he expecting to be hurt? His mind felt strangely slow and fuzzy, and he had to struggle to recall what had happened before he passed out.<p>

He remembered finding the downed Night Fury in the woods. He'd been about to kill it, when he'd met its intelligent gaze, and seen the fear and understanding in its eyes. Then it had lowered its head, accepting its death and accepting him as its executioner. In that moment he'd discovered that killing a defenseless, intelligent creature wasn't in his being. So he'd set the Night Fury free, and as soon as the ropes holding it loosened, it had pounced on him. He'd seen the glow of the Night Fury's fire building in it's throat, and thought that was it. Then it seemingly changed its mind and touched its muzzle to his head. Then... _nothing._ He remembered brief, indistinct flashes of light, filled with alien sensations, then he was waking up again.

_What did it do to me? _he wondered. He'd never heard of a dragon being able to render someone unconscious by touch, but, then again, nobody had ever shot down a Night Fury before.

Deciding his memories weren't going to help, Hiccup opened his eyes, then shut them an instant later as the light from the unnaturally bright sky stabbed at his retinas. He rolled over onto his front and tried again, he had to blink a few times, but eventually his vision swam into focus. The sun had barely risen above the horizon when he'd set out to search for the Night Fury, now the forest was lit by the bright midday sun.

He tried to stand up, but his body didn't move the way he expected, and he fell flat on his stomach, winding himself. Taking several deep breaths, Hiccup managed to push himself up onto all fours, and look around. He was still in the gully where he'd found the crashed Night Fury, the remains of his bolas were lying on the ground a short distance away, but there was no sign of the Dragon. _Well, there goes my only chance of getting a date, _he thought morosely.

He turned his head from side to side, still unable to shake the feeling that his body wasn't moving correctly. At the extremes of his neck's motion he noticed a strange sensation of something rubbing at the space between his shoulder blades. As he considered this, he suddenly became aware of two _things_ that seemed to be above and behind his shoulders. He closed his eyes, concentrating on the new sensations. Almost of their own accord, he felt unfamiliar muscles in his chest and back twitch, and the things on his back _moved_.

Hiccup's eyes shot open and he looked down, straight at his black-scaled paws.

An incoherent cry escaped Hiccup's lips as he recoiled. He winced in pain as he overbalanced and fell backwards, landing awkwardly on his new appendages. Gasping for breath, almost hyperventilating, he clamped his eyes closed and rolled back onto his front. He forced himself to take several deep breaths, then slowly opened his eyes. Again he saw the hideous visage of a pair of scaled paws where his hands should have been. His spindly arms had become short and thick, his fingers replaced with claws as black as the scales that covered his arms. A dragon's claws.

"Oh gods, no," Hiccup murmured, but the only sound that escaped his lips was a low series of grunts and growls. He unconsciously flinched at the sound of his voice - the voice of a Night Fury.

_Okay, I might have the arms of a Dragon,_ he reasoned desperately,_ and I apparently sound like one too, but that doesn't mean that I..._

Then it clicked, the new limbs he could feel, behind his shoulders, they were _wings_. If he had wings, then- He spun around. As he turned, he noticed something long and black move at the edge of his vision. He had a tail. He was a dragon.

He'd thought the gods had hated him when he couldn't find the dragon he'd shot down. Now he realised that was too benevolent an action for the evil creatures his people worshipped as gods.

_They're not your people any more_, a small part of him whispered. A chill ran down his spine, if anybody from the village saw him like this, they'd kill him without a second thought. His father would murder his own son without ever knowing what he did.

A slight rustle of movement caught his attention, and he span around, heart thumping in his chest. The sound had come from behind a boulder on the peak of the ridge. Slowly, a blonde haired figure stood up from behind the rock, a vicious two-handed axe held at her side. Astrid.

"Hiccup?" She asked uncertainly.

Hiccup did the only thing he could; he turned and ran. Or at least he tried to. He managed a couple of steps before he tripped over his own feet and landed flat on his face. Heart still pounding in his ears, he frantically scrambled to his feet and tried to run again. After his second fall, he realised that things seemed to go better if he didn't focus too hard on how exactly his legs moved. He was hardly graceful, he frequently stumbled over raised roots, and his tail dragged along the ground behind him, smacking painfully into tree trunks as he turned. Even Bucket could have followed his tracks as he forced his way through the undergrowth, but he didn't care, all he could think of was the numerous ways that she knew to kill him.

Hiccup silently cursed. He tried to glance back, but his neck wouldn't let his head turn far enough to see behind him. Of all the people on Berk why did it have to be _her,_ the deadliest teen on the island, if not the whole Loki-cursed archipelago, that found him? If she wasn't already in hot pursuit, she was probably running back to Berk to fetch a hunting party and do the job properly.

Hiccup was so intent on fleeing that he didn't see the drop coming until it was too late. He shoved through a curtain of low-hanging branches and suddenly the ground dropped away beneath his feet.

For the briefest instant, instinct kicked in, and Hiccup's wings opened, slowing his fall. For a moment, he was gliding smoothly through the air. Then he slid off to one side and dound himself tumbling through the air. He landed hard, ploughing a mirror image of the furrow in the forest above into the ground.

Hiccup lay still for moment, stunned by the impact. When, at last, his head stopped spinning he rolled right-side up and clambered to his feet. He flexed his legs, then, remembering that he now had more than four limbs, closed his eyes and concentrated on moving his tail and wings. He was briefly amazed that nothing was broken, then he reasoned that the Night Fury had survived its crash-landing in the forest with no obvious injuries, so he should easily be able to shake off the short drop from the cliffs.

Looking back up to where he'd fallen from, Hiccup strained his ears, listening for any signs of pursuit. He could hear a symphony of rustling leaves and bushes coming from the forest, and the sound of water gently lapping against something behind him, but no sounds of Astrid._ At least something's finally going my way, _he grumbled. A songbird suddenly burst into song, and Hiccup flinched, the bird sounded like it was right next to his ear. He glanced upwards, and his eyes zeroed in on a small Wren perched on a branch overhanging the cliff. He was amazed by the quality of his eyesight, he could almost pick out individual feathers on the bird's chest.

_Well, it makes sense that Night Furies would have better senses than humans, _he thought, glancing up at the sky. The sun was still low in the east, he couldn't have been unconscious for more than a quarter of an hour. Judging by how bright the sunlight had appeared, he'd assumed it must have been close to midday, now he realised that his eyes were much more sensitive to light than they had been.

Turning away from the cliffs, Hiccup surveyed his surroundings. He had landed in a roughly ovoid space, surrounded on all sides by steep cliffs. A small lake took up about two-thirds of the area, on the far shore, a small waterfall tumbled down the cliffs, refreshing the lake's waters. In a few places, hardy-looking shrubs sprang up from cracks in the walls and boulders that littered the ground, but for the most part the floor was carpeted in a layer of tough grass.

Hiccup took a deep breath, and suddenly his nose was assaulted with a thousand different scents. He could pick out the musty odour of the earth beneath his feet, and the stone walls that surrounded him, he could even identify the smell of the water in the lake, but a multitude of other scents drifted to him from the forest that he had no clue about. He blinked several times. _Okay, going to have to get used to that, _he thought, padding over to the shores of the lake.

He was expecting it, but it was still a shock to look down at the water and see a dragon staring back at him. He tilted his head from side to side and bared his teeth, examining his reflection from different angles. Several flaps extended from the back and sides of his head, the largest of which were just behind where he thought his ears were.

"Well, that explains another mystery" Hiccup remarked, trying not to flinch at the dragon-sounds coming from his mouth. Unfortunately, Hiccup's natural curiosity about his body could only carry him so far, and as he stood there studying his reflection, the severity of his situation began to dawn on him. He slowly raised a hand - or was it a paw now? - to his face, and watched as the Night Fury in the lake mirrored his actions. He closed his eyes as his paw travelled across the unfamiliar structure of his face. He lowered his paw and slumped to the ground with a depressed huff.

There was no denying it, somehow he'd been transformed into a dragon. He'd been forced in the body of his people's arch-enemy, with no knowledge of how to use his newfound wings and tail, or defend himself should his friends or - gods forbid - his father stumble across him.

Even if he knew how, could he fight his own people? They were Vikings, they faced down whole packs of much more skilled dragons than him on a regular basis, nothing he could do would make them retreat. If they found him it would be a fight to the death, he would either die, or be forced to kill everyone he had ever loved in order to escape.

Hiccup's life had always been hard, he didn't fool himself by pretending otherwise. Despite that, he'd always prided himself on taking what the Norns dealt him with dignity, and making the best of his situation. However, at that moment, lying in the forest, trapped in a body he didn't understand and unable to return home on fear of death, he did something he hadn't done in a long time;

he wept.

* * *

><p><em>Norse Mythology:<br>__The Norns - Norse version of The Fates from Greek mythology.  
>Fenrir - A monstrous wolf and son of Loki, foretold to kill Odin during Ragnarök.<em>

_**Author's Notes:**_

_Friendly greetings!_

_I'm glad to say that the few responses that I got to the prologue were all positive, and I hope that I can live up to your expectations with the rest of this story! Obviously, from this point on the story will be following Hiccup and Astrid, but we definitely haven't seen the last of our female Night Fury friend._

_Now, to address the question that's probably on everyone's lips: 'Will Hiccup and Toothless be paired together?' The short answer to that question is yes, this story will eventually feature some 'Toothcup'. However, I haven't yet decided exactly what form their relationship will take and how much it will feature in this story. Also it's going to be a while before we see any development between the two, as given her current predicament, "Toothless" isn't particularly interested in romance at the moment._

_My fanfic recommendation for you this time, is another Dragon!Hiccup story, and the second big inspiration for this story. It is 'Dimmadreki' by Cke1st. This story deviates from the 'norm' by pairing Hiccup with an OC female Night Fury, who isn't just a Mary Sue and has as an actual, complex character. IMHO, Cke1st pulls off the relationship between the two protagonists very well, and it's well worth a read._

_Anyway, as always, thank you for reading, and whatever you thought of the story so far, please leave a review!_

_~Superbun_

_Next time: Hiccup and Astrid finally make contact!_


	3. Chapter 2: Contact

**Chapter 2: Contact **

"Welcome to Dragon Training!"

_This is it,_ Astrid thought, stepping under the portcullis into the arena. "No turning back."

The other new recruits - Fishlegs, Snotlout, and the Twins, Ruffnut and Tuffnut - followed her into the amphitheatre, idly discussing the battle scars they hoped to get from training. "Yeah, it's only fun if you get a scar out of it" she put in when the conversation paused.

She glanced at up at the steely grey sky as they formed a line in the centre of the ring. _If you're out there somewhere Uncle Finn, this is for you. I'll show them that the Hofferson family is still worthy of the name 'fearless'._

"Let's get started!" Gobber's voice shook her from her thoughts. "The recruit who does best will win the honor of killing his first dragon in front of the entire village."

"Hiccup already killed a Night Fury, so is that why he's not here, or...?"

Astrid carefully kept her expression blank while the rest of the group chuckled at Snotlout's comment. Nobody in the village was particularly bothered by Hiccup's apparent disappearance - he'd disappeared before and always shown up again eventually. Regardless, with most of the village focused on repairing and restocking after the dragon raid, Stoick didn't have people to spare on search parties for his son. Of course, Astrid knew what had really happened to him, and that this time he wasn't going to be coming home anytime soon.

"Behind these doors are just a few of the many species you will learn to fight!"

Astrid shifted her grip on her axe and dropped into a slight crouch. She pushed away all thoughts of Hiccup. In battle, distraction meant death.

Gobber began to slowly pace around the circumference of the ring, calling out the names of each dragon species as he passed its cage. "The Deadly Nadder! ... The Hideous Zippleback! ... The Monstrous Nightmare!"

After each name, Fishlegs muttered some indecipherable statistics that only made sense to him. She quickly tuned him out. Her body remained perfectly still, her eyes tracking Gobber as he approached the final cage.

"The Terrible Terror!" Gobber announced. "And... The Gronckle!"

Gobber rested his hand on the lever that opened the Gronckle's cage. Snotlout made the mistake of stepping out of line. "Whoa, whoa, wait!" he exclaimed. "Aren't you gonna teach us first?!"

She simply readied herself to spring into motion.

"I believe in learning on the job," Gobber replied, and with that, he unleashed the Gronckle. It burst out of its cage and flew straight across the arena, causing Astrid and the other trainees to scatter. It smashed into the far wall, then dropped to the ground, gobbling up some rocks knocked free by its impact.

"Today is about survival. If you get blasted, you're dead!" Gobber shouted over the drone of the Gronckle's wings, finally beginning his instruction. "Quick! What's the first thing you're going to need?"

"Plus five speed!?" Fishlegs shouted.

_This isn't a game, Fishlegs! _She thought angrily. "A shield!" she answered, already moving to grab one leant against the wall of the arena. She quickly slipped her arm into the strap and span around, eyes darting back and forth across the arena. Snotlout was slipping his arm into his own shield, while Fishlegs was running for a shield on the far side of the ring, ignoring several that lay on the ground closer to him. Gobber was still stood by the cage door, espousing the importance of the shield in the art of dragon fighting.

She watched as the Gronckle as spun lazily towards Ruffnut and Tuffnut, who had gotten into a fight over one of the shields. It spat out a fireball, which struck the shield they were wrestling for, knocking both twins to the ground.

"Tuffnut, Ruffnut, you're out!" Gobber yelled.

Astrid glanced over Fishlegs; he'd finally managed to pick up a shield. Together with Snotlout, the three of them began to slowly advance towards the dragon, herding it towards the centre of the arena.

"Those shields are good for another thing: noise!" Gobber advised. "Make lots of it to throw off a dragon's aim!"

Astrid began banging the head of her axe against her shield. The others quickly mimicked her, spreading out to surround the dragon, she watched as it it blinked and shook its head, clearly disorientated.

"All dragons have a limited number of shots," Gobber continued. "How many does a Gronckle have?"

"Five?" Snotlout guessed.

"No, Six!" Fishlegs corrected.

"Correct, Six! That's one for each of you, and two left over!"

The Gronckle launched another lava-ball, but the shot was high, it flew over Fishlegs' head and burst against the far wall. Fishlegs flinched and stopped banging his shield. Seeing it's opportunity, the Gronckle span fully towards him.

"Fishlegs, move!" Gobber ordered.

The boy let out a very unmanly shriek and ran for the far side of the arena., narrowly avoiding the Gronckle's second shot.

"Three shots left!" Gobber called out.

Astrid cursed under her breath, with just the two of them, they couldn't corral the dragon effectively. She tried to circle around to attack the dragon from behind, but it was wary, and she ended up stood next to Snotlout, as they both stared down the Gronckle.

"So, anyway," Snotlout said, "I'm moving into my parent's basement. You should come by sometime to work out."

_Ugh_, _I'd rather kiss __**Hiccup**__ than spend time_ with you. She thought, then she had an idea. _He may be a lout, but he could still be useful... _

Turning to him, she flashed her best smile. "You look like you work out," she winked. "Go get 'em, you Viking."

Snotlout blinked at her for a second, then let out a furious battle cry. Raising his weapon above his head, he charged straight towards the Gronckle, and straight into another fireball. The force of the blast almost knocked him back to the arena wall.

"Snotlout! You're done!"

Astrid hadn't expected Snotlout's mad charge to work, but it had distracted the Gronckle long enough for her to get into position. Letting out her own battle cry, she raised her axe above her head and sprinted forwards.

The Gronckle reacted faster than she thought possible. It span, swinging its mace-like tail towards her. She managed to get her shield up in time to catch the blow, but it still knocked her backwards several feet, skidding on the damp stone floor.

"You know," Fishlegs complained to Gobber, "I'm really starting to question your teaching meth-" He was cut off as the Gronckle's third shot at him finally connected squarely with his shield, knocking it clean off his arm and sending it rolling across the arena.

"One shot left!"

Foolishly, the boy ran after his shield, and grinning viciously, the Gronckle gave chase. At the last moment, Fishlegs looked back. With a gasp of horror, he realised it was too late for him to escape, and in his panic, tripped and fell. Flipping over, he scrambled backwards, pressing himself against the arena wall as the Gronckle closed in.

Suddenly, Gobber was at the Gronckle's side, hook-hand lodged in its mouth, as its final shot exploded against the arena wall, inches away from Fishlegs' terrified face. "And that's six!"

"Go back to bed, you overgrown sausage!" He grunted, wrestling the dragon back into it's cage, and slamming the doors closed behind it.

Astrid let out a breath, and slowly trudged towards him. She glanced over at the Twins and Snotlout as they approached from the edges of the arena, but said nothing.

"You'll get another chance, don't you worry," He said, finally addressing the five of them. Turning to help Fishlegs up he added, "Remember: a dragon will always, _always, _go for the kill."

* * *

><p>Astrid knelt on the rim of the shallow crater where the Night Fury had crash-landed after Hiccup had brought it down. She'd intended to work off her frustration by throwing her axe into some trees - she'd been <em>so close<em> to that Gronckle - but before she'd realised what was happening, her legs had taken her back here.

Gobber's words from the end of the training session echoed in her mind. _A dragon will always, always, go for the kill. _

"So why didn't you?" she wondered out loud, absently picking up one of the balls from Hiccup's bolas and weighing it in her hand.

The Night Fury had Hiccup beneath it's claws, she'd seen it preparing to end him with a burst of fire, then it seemingly changed its mind and _transformed_ him instead.

_Why would it do that? _she thought. Was it simply trying to sow chaos on Berk by changing the chief's son into a dragon? Or was this how Night Furies reproduced?

_No, that doesn't make sense,_ she answered herself, _If Hiccup was its 'child' why would it fly away as soon as it transformed him?_

"And where did _you _go?" she asked, looking up from the ground. She'd seen the newly transformed Night Fury's reaction to the change when it woke up, the horror and panic had been obvious even on a dragon's features. _That has to mean it's still Hiccup in there, right? _But then she'd stood up and called out to him, and he'd fled.

She shook her head, there were just too many unanswerable questions. The Night Fury had obviously used magic to transform Hiccup; there was no other explanation. If Night Furies could use magic, could other dragons? Had the Night Fury used its power to free itself from Hiccup's bolas?

She stood up, The path 'Hiccup' had carved through the undergrowth when he fled from her was clearly visible, leading away into the forest. There was only one way that she was going to get any answers.

She needed to find Hiccup, or at least the Night Fury that had replaced him.

* * *

><p>Hiccup was awoken by the morning sun shining through the leaves above him. He blinked confusedly at the bright light, disorientated by not waking up in the body he'd possessed for his previous fifteen years of life. All too quickly the memories came flooding back, it hadn't been a dream; he was still stuck in the body of a Night Fury.<p>

His first day as a Night Fury had been downright miserable. A storm had blown in by late morning, and he'd been forced to spend most of the day sheltering beneath the buttress-roots of a large tree that grew from the cliff wall, flinching whenever a crash of thunder made his too-sensitive ears ring.

Hiccup stood up and groaned, his muscles were stiff from sleeping on the bare ground. The storm had finally blown itself out sometime in the night, and he'd eventually slipped into a fitful sleep. He glanced up as he padded out from his shelter, The sky was still thick with clouds, but the sun shone down through a narrow rent in the stony grey ceiling, dazzling blindingly off the droplets of water that clung to every leaf and blade of grass.

Hiccup opened his mouth in a large yawn. Of their own accord his front legs pushed forwards and his hindquarters rose into the air, his body stretching like a cat. He almost jumped in surprise when at the peak of his stretch, he felt his teeth retract back into his gums.

Relaxing his body, he wandered over to the shores of the lake and parted his lips, looking down at his reflection. Sure enough, he was as toothless as a baby.

"Huh," he said out loud, baffled by this new development.

After about a minute of pulling increasingly contorted faces into the lake, he was able to locate the muscles above and below his jaws that moved his teeth and snap them back into place.

Hiccup sighed and sat back on his haunches, staring out across the surface of the lake. He could feel the despair and hopelessness that had washed over him the day before threatening to overwhelm him again. With an effort of will he forced down his emotions and locked them away. If he was to have any chance of surviving this... _this, _he couldn't spend all his time lying around feeling sorry for himself, he had to try and learn what he could about the body he now possessed.

Getting to his feet and closely studying his reflection in the lake, Hiccup slowly extended his wings. As he did so, he felt the rest of his body move in response, his tail automatically lifted from the ground, the fins at the end unfurling. Turning his head to the side, looking underneath his left wing and down his flank, he noticed another set of fins at the base of his tail that he hadn't been aware of before. Experimentally, he moved his wings in what he thought was a flapping motion. Immediately the surface of the lake sprung to life, rippling due to the wind generated by even his first few slow flaps. Beating his wings harder, he felt his weight lessen in time with his downstrokes, but he still remained firmly rooted to the ground.

"Well it was never going to be that easy" he groused, folding his wings against his back - the new muscles in his chest and back ached from just that simple exercise. As he watched the ripples he'd created in the lake slowly spread out, he recalled how his tail fins had moved automatically when he'd opened his wings, and his mind drifted back to when he'd first fallen into the cove. He'd been too preoccupied to notice at the time, but his wings had instinctually opened to try and slow his fall.

When he thought about it, he realised that he had to be in possession of at least some basic dragon instincts. After his initial panicked attempts to flee from Astrid, he'd been able to adapt to walking on all fours without too much thought. _Is that the key? _he wondered, _Do I just have to get myself into the right situation, then let instinct take over? _He eyed the towering cliffs that protected his secluded hiding place, jumping off a high point and trying to learn to fly on the way down sounded like a surefire way of earning himself a premature trip to Valhalla. _Or whatever dark corner of Hel is reserved for Dragons when they die_, he added darkly.

He was saved from slipping into depression again by a loud growling from his stomach. It suddenly occurred to him that he hadn't eaten at all the day before. He wondered why it had taken him this long to feel the effects; had some side effect of the transformation suppressed his appetite? Or was his new body simply able to survive longer without food?

Hiccup shook his head, trying to focus his thoughts. Now he had a goal at least; he needed to find food.

A soft splashing sound caught his attention, his ear-flaps suddenly standing at attention. Turning back to face the lake, he spotted a pair of fish swimming in the shallows, less than two feet away from his paws. His stomach growled. Crouching low, he crept forwards until the lake was almost lapping at his claws. He fixed his gaze on the larger of the fish, and lunged forwards.

At the last moment, his shadow fell across the fish and they darted away, his jaws closing on only water. Before he could react, his body recoiled backwards several steps and his head shook violently, spraying water everywhere.

_What in Thor's name was that? _Hiccup thought, alarmed. Slowly, as if scared the water was going to bite him, he padded back to the shores of the lake. Then it hit him. He was a dragon, he could breathe fire - at least in theory - and he'd just gone and dunked his head underwater. _Well, I'm an idiot, _he thought. _A newborn hatchling probably has more sense than me._

As if reprimanding him for letting his thoughts go off track, his stomach grumbled again. "Right, on it" he replied.

Hiccup let out a wordless growl of frustration as for the third time his paws splashed down on empty water. He'd made several more attempts at catching the fish in the lake - using his claws rather than his teeth - but every try had ended in frustration; he just wasn't fast enough to grab the elusive fish.

Padding out of the water defeatedly, he looked up at the trees that encircled the rim of the cove. Hunting his own food was out, so his only option was to scavenge a meal from somewhere, which meant that first he had to get out of this cove.

He felt a numbing sense of foreboding creep over him as he studied the cliffs. The walls were almost completely sheer, vertical rock. His gaze finally came to rest on a narrow crack at ground level and he bounded over excitedly.

As a human, he _might_ have just been able to squeeze through, but in his current form, he could barely fit his head into the narrow gap, let alone his shoulders. Sighing, he turned away from the crack and began padding around the base of the cliffs. Experimentally, he raised one of his forelegs and hooked a claw around a low-hanging vine. The vine gave way almost as soon as he rested his weight on it, landing on top of him and tangling itself in his head-frills. He shook it off with an exasperated growl.

Eventually, he completed his circuit of the cove and arrived back at his starting point. The walls were nigh on impassable all around. His best bet was a large boulder that had fallen against the side of the cove, its top rising to maybe a third of the way up the cliffside.

Walking over to the rock, Hiccup found that if he reared up on his hind legs he could just about get his forepaws on top of it. With a heave and a lot of scrabbling of claws he managed to clamber onto the boulder. With a deep breath, he studied the natural edifice before him. Up close the cliff was even more imposing than it had been from the ground, at least forty feet of vertical, faultless rock.

"Well, here goes nothing..." Hiccup muttered, crouching atop the boulder. He shuffled his hindquarters, trying to get his legs into the best position to spring from. The high jump had never been his event at the annual Thawfest - not that any of the events had been "his". With a shake of his head and a final breath, Hiccup tensed his body, held the position for a heartbeat, then launched himself at the cliff.

Hiccup felt his claws dig into the rock, and for a single, hopeful, moment he dared to imagine that he might escape the cove. Then the stone crumbled under his weight, and he fell backwards, landing spine-first on the boulder he'd jumped from.

He groaned in pain, blinking rapidly to clear the stars from his eyes. Grumbling curses under his breath, Hiccup rolled to his feet - forgetting that he was currently lying on top of a boulder. A surprised cry escaped his jaw as he rolled off the side and tumbled to the ground, somehow ending up with a mouthful of soil in the process.

Rolling to his feet again, Hiccup spat out several clumps of grass and glared up at the treacherous cliff vehemently. "I don't care if the Night Fury survived being shot down from ten times this height" he growled, "I am _not_ doing that again!"

Hiccup could see the marks that his claws had left in the cliff face; he hadn't even made it halfway up. With a defeated sigh, he slowly sank back onto his haunches. He was stuck; he couldn't fly, and there was no way out of his prison on foot. He almost wished he hadn't run away from Astrid the day before. A quick death on the blade of her axe would have been preferable to the slow, miserable death by starvation that almost certainly awaited him now. Then, overcome by the sheer _unfairness_ of it all, he did something he never thought he'd do. He reared his head back, opened his jaws, and _roared_, letting out all of the frustration and helplessness he felt in one go.

* * *

><p><em>CRASH! Crash! ROOAAAAR!<em>

Astrid froze, automatically dropping into a ready stance and raising her axe. Her eyes darted back and forth, searching for the source of the noise. It had sounded like something heavy hitting the ground, followed by an unmistakably draconic roar, and it had been close too.

She glanced down at the soil, Hiccup's tracks lead up to a thick wall formed of undergrowth and low-hanging branches. Without making a sound, she crept forwards. Part of her wondered what she was doing. She might be the best student in Dragon Training, but she knew her limits, and even an experienced warrior would think twice about engaging a dragon alone on unfamiliar ground.

_This is for Hiccup,_ she reminded herself. She knew that if she told anyone in the village, they wouldn't believe her story about Hiccup being transformed - gods, she wouldn't have believed it if she hadn't seen it with her own eyes. If she'd spoken to anybody from Berk, they would have stopped listening at "Night Fury" and sent out a hunting party to unknowingly kill their chief's heir.

Hardly daring to breathe, she reached out and gently parted the undergrowth with one hand. She barely suppressed her surprised gasp at what she saw. Just beyond the wall of branches the ground dropped away into a secluded cove-like depression, if she hadn't been following Hiccup's tracks, she would probably have never known it was there.

However, that wasn't what caused her shocked exclamation; sitting in the middle of the cove - clear as day - was a Night Fury.

* * *

><p>Hiccup was staring morosely at a birds nest in a branch overhanging the cove, when he felt his ear-flaps prick up. He hadn't consciously noticed the sound - an almost imperceptible <em>swish<em> of movement amidst the rustling of the trees - but it had triggered some primeval instinct buried deep within him and he'd automatically risen to his feet, heart suddenly pounding in his chest. He closed his eyes and took a breath in through his nose, and was immediately assaulted with a multitude of scents. It took him a moment to filter through the vast amount of information. The scent was faint; barely a wisp of it had reached his nose, but that still enough to make the primitive part of his mind scream _danger!_

The predominant component of the scent was a faint musk of sweat, but it was layered with numerous other subtle odours. With a chill, he realised what it was:

Human. He'd been discovered.

Hiccup strained his ears, head darting from side to side, expecting a hunting party to leap from the cliffs and attack at any moment. After a few moments of sheer panic, he managed to reign in his emotions. He forced out a breath, which emerged as an agitated hiss through clenched teeth. _Get a grip!_ He told himself, _You're not that far from Berk, it's probably just someone collecting firewood. _

He padded over to the tree where he had sheltered from the storm, and crawled into the space beneath its roots. However, the adrenaline in his system wouldn't let him curl up and hide, and he found himself unconsciously clawing the ground underneath his paws. Letting out a sound somewhere between a sigh and a growl, Hiccup pulled himself out from under the tree, and began to pace the circumference of his natural prison.

By the time he finished his first lap, he'd almost managed to convince his nerves that he wasn't in danger. Then he heard a clatter of rocks followed by a muffled curse from the crack in the cliffs he'd discovered earlier and his heart leapt back into his throat.

Hiccup looked around wildly. He couldn't hide; The tree he'd sheltered under was on the other side of the lake, and everywhere else he'd stand out like a sore thumb, a black dragon against grass and pale stone. His gaze fell on the boulder he'd launched himself off previously, from its top he'd have a good view of whoever came through the crack, and the height might give him an advantage if it came to a confrontation.

He managed to scramble on top of the rock moments before Astrid emerged from the gap in the cliffs. He pressed his stomach to the rock as she warily stepped out into the cove. His eyes darted to the blade of her axe; she held the weapon at her side one-handed, not in an overtly aggressive posture, but still ready to be brought to bear if she felt threatened.

"Hiccup?" She called out uncertainly.

Hiccup pressed himself tighter against the boulder, it seemed she hadn't noticed him yet.

"Are you there?"

He took in a shallow breath through his nostrils. As best he could tell, Astrid was alone, and that struck him as odd. Astrid was many things, but stupid or foolhardy weren't among them. There was no way on Midgard that she would walk into any dragon's lair - let alone one belonging to a Night Fury - alone.

At that moment, something about her sudden appearance the previous morning finally occurred to Hiccup. He'd been so focused on getting away from her, that he hadn't stopped to consider why she was there in the first place. Had she been _following _him?

_Did she see what happened to me?_

A small spark of hope ignited in Hiccup's chest. It was a long shot, but if she'd seen what had happened, and realised that he was still himself underneath the scales, it would explain her uncharacteristic behaviour. _Or she could just be trying to win favour with dad by bringing the head of a Night Fury back to the village, _his pessimistic side countered. He'd never understood it, but for as long as he could remember, Astrid had been almost unhealthily obsessed with warrior training, even for a Viking; She seemed to treat Dragon Training as some kind of do-or-die rite of passage.

He shook his head, raising his stomach from the stone. _Well, its either this or starve to death, _ he told himself, padding forwards until he felt his claws begin to skid on the rock, then dropping to the ground.

Astrid let out a soft gasp and span around. Hiccup's heart clenched and they both froze as their gazes crossed. The next moment seemed to stretch out infinitely as they stared each other down, neither of them daring to move. Eventually, Hiccup managed to wrestle back control of his limbs and cautiously took a step forwards. His movement seemed to set Astrid free, and she recoiled backwards several steps, bringing her axe up between them.

Hiccup half-opened his mouth, then froze. How could he communicate with her? His voice box was no longer capable of producing human words, and she couldn't understand his dragon-speech.

"Hiccup? Is that you?" Astrid asked tensely.

Letting out a shaky breath, Hiccup sat back on his haunches and nodded his head up and down in an exaggerated motion.

She jerked in surprise. "Great Odin's ghost!" she exclaimed. "You can understand me?"

Hiccup nodded again, feeling the spark of hope in his chest grow - this might actually work!

"Gods above..." she muttered. Then, seemingly struck by a thought she narrowed her eyes. "Wait a moment, how do I know you're really Hiccup, and not just a dragon trying to trick me?"

Hiccup felt his blood go cold, and he nervously eyed the razor-sharp blade of her axe. "You'd think the fact that we're having this conversation and I'm not trying to claw your face off would be a big hint," he muttered.

Astrid stared at him blankly for a moment. "Right, yes or no questions only," She began. "Are you really Hiccup Horrendous Haddock the third, son of the Stoick the Vast?"

Hiccup nodded his head. _Yes._

"Do you have any siblings?"

He shook his head. _No._

"You're the village Blacksmith's apprentice, correct?"

_Yes._

She thought for a moment. "Did you shoot down the Night Fury - I mean, the one that transformed you?"

He nodded again.

"Do you know why it changed you?"

He shook his head.

Astrid went quiet and in the silence that followed, Hiccup's stomach growled again.

Hiccup sighed inwardly, he could see the doubt in her eyes; they could do this all day and she wouldn't be convinced. Making what he hoped was a non-threatening sound in his throat, he crouched as low as he could and slowly crept forwards, practically crawling along the ground towards her. She started, raising her axe slightly, but held her ground. He took a step forwards, then another. The wind shifted, and he was suddenly hit with the full strength of her scent. His dragon instincts sprung to life, screaming at him to _get away!_

_This is it_, _all or nothing._

Closing his eyes, he let out a soft croon, and extended his neck, touching his nose to the ground in front of her. _My life is in your hands. _he thought._ Either trust me, or end it now. _He heard Astrid's breath catch and everything went silent, the sounds of the forest receding as he tensed, awaiting the blow that never came.

After what felt like an eternity waiting in darkness, Astrid let out a noisy sigh, "_Hiccup..." _she breathed.

He opened his eyes, she was staring down at him in a mixture of shock and disbelief, her axe hanging forgotten at her side. He let out a sigh of relief and sat back on his haunches. He looked down at his paws, he'd been so tense that he'd unconsciously sunk his claws into the ground, leaving a collection of puncture marks in the soil. _That's it!_ he thought, resisting the urge to smack himself in the face. _By the gods, I am an idiot! _

He raised his left paw from the ground, and clenched his fingers as best he could, leaving a single claw extended. Astrid eyed his paw warily as he lowered it back to the ground and began to scratch runes in the dirt.

'ASTRID' he wrote. 'IT'S ME.'

* * *

><p><em><strong>Author's Notes:<strong>_
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_For a while I was torn between ending the chapter here, or continuing on until the end of Hiccup and Astrid's conversation, but I eventually decided that the opportunity to leave you all with this cliffhanger was too good to pass up. I hope you don't think me unreasonably cruel!_

_Also, thank you to the guest reviewer who called themselves "Noctus Fury", while Astrid will not be transforming into a Night Fury at any point in this story, your question did make me think about her fate at the end of this story, and now I have some interesting ideas for what to do there._

_Finally, your fanfic recommendation this time is the last major influence on this story. While not a Dragon!Hiccup story, 'Call of the Night' by Spidermaster does a great job of creating its own unique lore surrounding its Shades (Night Furies), and is generally a great, unique, work of fanfiction. (Any similarities between that story's title and this one are entirely coincidental :P)_

_As always, thank you for reading, and whatever you think of the story so far, please leave a review!_

_~Superbun_


	4. Chapter 3: Instinct

**Chapter 3: Instinct**

'ASTRID, IT'S ME.'

Astrid looked down at the runes scratched into the dirt in a mixture of shock and disbelief. When she'd set out from the Night Fury's crash site she'd been confident that her chief's heir still lived on in the body of a dragon. However, when she had finally confronted the Night Fury - no, _Hiccup_ - in the flesh, all her certainty had vanished.

Then Hiccup had all but prostrated himself on the ground before her, and the truth had hit her with the force of an angry gronckle.

Astrid sighed and ran her free hand down her face. From as soon as she'd been able to pick up a weapon, she'd strove to learn everything she could about the art of warfare. Yet, in all her years of training, nothing could have prepared her for the situation she found herself in.

Hiccup glanced between his runes and her face. His gaze met hers and she looked into his eyes, his expressive, hopeful, almost _human_ eyes.

"Hiccup..." she repeated his name. "What happened to you?"

Hiccup snorted. She knew the question sounded stupid, but her mind was still struggling to accept what was happening as fact.

'I GOT TURNED INTO A DRAGON' he wrote. She'd never seen a dragon roll its eyes before, but somehow Hiccup managed to replicate the human gesture.

That comment erased any remaining doubts she had about the dragon's identity. She might not have known the chief's son well, but his sarcastic streak was unmistakeable.

"And you have no idea why the Night Fury did this to you?" she confirmed.

Hiccup's wings twitched in a gesture she interpreted as a draconic shrug, then he nodded his head at her.

Astrid thought for a moment. "How did you do it?" she asked eventually. When Hiccup tilted his head sideways, she clarified "I mean, bringing down the Night Fury, in all seven generations of Berk's history, nobody's even _seen _one."

_And lived to tell the tale, at least_. A small voice whispered inside her.

'I BUILT A DEVICE THAT LAUNCHED BOLAS' Hiccup scratched in the dirt. 'I GOT IT JUST AFTER IT HIT THE EAST CATAPULT - ITS FIRE GAVE ME ENOUGH LIGHT TO SEE IT'

"Using it's own strengths against it," she commented approvingly, "That's smart." It might be buried deep, but it appeared there was a warrior's mind hidden somewhere inside Hiccup's skull after all.

Hiccup's jaw dropped and he stared at her like she'd suddenly grown a second head. 'THANK YOU' he hastily scrawled.

"Okay," she said, ignoring his strange reaction. "That explains one thing, but how did the Night Fury get free? It looked to be tied up pretty good when you found it, and it must have lain there all night, why did it wait until you showed up to break free?"

Hiccup looked down at the ground, and shuffled his paws in what she would have sworn was a nervous gesture.

"Hiccup, what happened?" she pushed.

He looked up at her. The brief rapport they'd built up had almost vanished, he looked almost as frightened as when she'd first appeared in the cove.

'I LET IT GO' he wrote with a shaking paw. 'I LOOKED DOWN AT IT AND I SAW MYSELF - IT WAS AS SCARED AS I WAS'

Astrid stepped back, turning away to hide her reaction. Hiccup had always been strange, an outsider, but she'd never suspected him of being a _dragon sympathiser_. She suddenly saw his situation in a new light, 'Sympathise with the enemy, and you become the enemy' was an old Viking saying; Had the gods made it literal as a form of ironic punishment?

She turned back towards the Human-turned-Night-Fury, a half-formed response on her lips.

Before she knew what was happening, she found herself on the ground beneath an obsidian paw, looking up at the slitted pupils and bared teeth of a feral beast.

* * *

><p>Hiccup stared apprehensively at Astrid's back as she took in the meaning of his message. He forced himself to take a shallow breath. As always, the breath was accompanied by an onslaught of olfactory information.<p>

_Earth, stone, water, sweat, textile, metal..._

_FOOD!_

It all happened in less than a second. His stomach contracted painfully, and he sprang. Astrid gasped as his weight suddenly fell on her, driving her to the ground. His nostrils flared as he homed in on the pouch hanging from her belt. He easily tore the leather with his teeth. The smoked herring within had barely touched the ground before he snatched it up and swallowed it whole.

Hiccup froze, the realisation of what he'd just done slowly dawning on him. In that moment of hesitation, Astrid moved. Her fist connected with the side of his head, knocking him off balance enough to slip out from under his paw. Before he had recovered from her first blow the flat of her axe impacted the other side of his skull, knocking him to the ground.

Hiccup's head spun, and he swayed as he hastily scrambled to his paws, but he was too late. In the moment he'd been stunned she'd vanished into the crack in the cliffs.

Hiccup sat back on his haunches, staring after Astrid. As the pain from his head faded, it was replaced by a leaden numbness. "Well now you've really screwed up" he told himself, "The one person in all of the nine realms who wouldn't have killed you on sight, and you attack them for a mouthful of smoked fish. Wow, Snotlout was right, it takes effort to mess up that badly."

The worst part of it all? The fish hadn't even sated his hunger. If anything, the small taste of food had just made him _more_ hungry.

"DAMN IT ALL!" he roared at the heavens, his vision blurring as tears welled up in his eyes.

He swayed on his feet. "_I can't.._." He'd already broken down once, and it it had taken almost all of his willpower to drag himself out of it. He knew that if it happened again, this cove would become his grave. He needed something to occupy him.

Rising to his feet, he turned and clambered atop the boulder he'd been standing on earlier. With a roar of pure emotion, he launched himself at the cliff face.

He barely felt the pain when the rock inevitably gave way beneath his claws and he fell heavily to the ground.

* * *

><p>Astrid's stomach growled at the tantalising scent of roasted meat as she ascended the steps towards the great hall. She hurried up the last few steps and slipped into the cavernous hall, thankful to escape the persistent drizzle that fell from the leaden skies. She was early; the hall was still fairly quiet. Crossing to the kitchens at the back of the room, she collected a plate of food and a tankard of ale and sat down at the nearest empty table.<p>

She raised the tankard to her lips and downed half of its contents in one go, soothing her parched throat. She'd ran almost all the way to the edge of the forest, and her body had been crying out for a drink since then. Letting out a relieved sigh, she set down the drink and ravenously attacked her food.

As she ate, her thoughts drifted back over what had happened in the forest. She'd found Hiccup, and had even managed to hold a conversation of sorts with him, and then out of nowhere he'd _attacked _her. It didn't make sense, one instant he'd been totally unthreatening, then the next moment, it was like he wasn't there at all and she was dealing with a wild dragon.

Had she been wrong about him?

"Hey Astrid! Where've you been all afternoon?"

Ruffnut's voice startled her from your thoughts. "In the woods," she answered offhandedly, "Training."

"Pity, you missed Snot and Tuff get into a fight over who's going to kill the Monstrous Nightmare"

Astrid looked up at met her friend's gaze. "They're wasting their time." she replied with utter certainty. "I'm killing that dragon."

"I don't doubt that, but it's still fun to watch" the twin replied, sitting down opposite her. "Wow, Astrid, did you miss lunch or something?" she added when she saw the remains of Astrid's meal.

"Yeah, you know what it's like with training, I totally lost track of time," she lied.

"So, where do you think Hiccup is?" Ruffnut asked between bites of her own meal.

Astrid almost choked on a mouthful of ale. "Probably got lost hunting for trolls or something," she replied, forcing herself to sound casual. "Who knows what goes on in his head?"

A gust of cold wind made the torches that lined the walls flicker, and Astrid looked over her shoulder to see the unmistakable silhouette of Stoick the Vast in the doorway. The chief quickly made his way over to the side of the room where Spitelout, Gobber and a few other Vikings had been poring over several charts spread out on a table - likely planning for the upcoming nest hunt.

"Shh" Astrid hissed, cutting off whatever Ruffnut had been about to say. She strained her hearing to pick up what the chief was talking about.

"... The ships are ready to sail chief, but-" Spitelout said.

"But what, Spitelout?" Stoick interrupted. "If the ships and men are ready, then we sail on the morning tide tomorrow."

"What about Hiccup?" the second-in-command asked.

For a long moment Stoick was silent. "We sail tomorrow, Spitelout." He ordered emotionlessly, "Inform the men."

"At once chief!" Spitelout nodded, then quickly left the hall.

Stoick turned to Gobber as the other man left, "How are the repairs from the last dragon raid going?" he asked.

"They're comin' along nicely," the smith replied. "We should have 'em done by tomorrow or the day after. Of course it would go quicker if my apprentice decided to show up for work..."

"That's what I wanted to talk to you about," the chief replied in a heavy voice.

"Oh..."

"As soon as the repairs are finished, I want every able-bodied man left in the village looking for Hiccup. Understand? Tear up the whole forest if you have to, just find him."

"And if we don't find 'im?"

Stoick's reply was as cold as ice; "You will find him." With that the chief walked past his friend and headed for the rear of the hall.

"Wow, the chief seems really shaken up" Ruffnut observed.

Trying to ignore the cold sense of dread that had settled between her shoulder blades, Astrid looked up. With a shock she realised she'd been so focused on eavesdropping that she hadn't noticed Tuffnut, Fishlegs and Snotlout joining them.

"It makes sense," Fishlegs put in, "Hiccup is Stoick's only son, if he's not here, then our next chief would be..." He trailed off as every eye at the table turned to look at Snotlout.

"I don't get it" Tuffnut muttered.

"He's Hiccup's cousin, you idiot!" Ruffnut exclaimed, punching her twin in the head, _despite_ the metal helmet he wore.

"So Astrid," Snotlout drawled, interlacing his fingers and placing them behind his head, "How do you feel about being a chief's wife?"

"It'll be a cold day in Muspelheim before _that_ happens," Astrid muttered.

"Lesson two of Dragon Training," Gobber announced suddenly, knocking Snotlout's helmet with his hook-hand, "Never, _never,_ let your guard down."

Snotlout spluttered and quickly sat at attention, followed by the rest of the group.

"I ever tell you kids how I lost my arm?" Gobber continued.

Astrid inwardly rolled her eyes, she'd heard at least three versions of this story, all completely from each other.

"It was many years ago," he began, adopting a storyteller's whisper "I was transportin' a captured Monstrous NIghtmare that we'd bartered from another island. They must have used rotten ropes to tie the beast down, because we were halfway to the ring when he broke free! The fools hadn't fed the thing for the whole sea journey, so the first thing it did when got out was take a bite out of the closest living thing; my arm! With one twist, he took my hand, and swallowed it whole, then took off, never to be seen again. Before he left, I saw the look on his face: I was delicous! He must have passed the word, because it wasn't a month before another one of them took my leg."

"I swear, I'm so angry right now!" Snotlout growled. "I'll avenge your beautiful hand and your beautiful foot! I'll chop off the legs of every dragon I fight!"

"Nuh-uh," Gobber replied, "It's the wings and the tails you really want, if it can't fly, it can't hunt, and it can't get away; a downed dragon is a dead dragon." He paused for a moment, to let his words sink in. "Anyway, you've got better things to than listen to my old war stories." He produced a leather-bound tome from behind his back. "This is the Dragon Manual, it contains everything we know about every dragon we know about..."

Astrid tuned him out, his previous words echoing in her mind.

'_Hadn't fed the thing for the whole sea journey...'_

'_...First thing it did when it got out...'_

'_If it can't fly, it can't hunt'_

'_A downed dragon is a dead dragon.'_

It suddenly occurred to her that Hiccup had left to find the Night Fury immediately after the dragon raid, meaning he probably hadn't eaten since the day before. That was now two nights ago, and if it was really him inside the dragon's skull, he probably had no clue how to use his new body, which ruled out him getting his own food. He'd been almost unhealthily thin beforehand, and coupled with whatever strain the transformation had put on his body, by now he was probably _starving_.

The bench scraped noisily as she abruptly stood up, every face at the table turning to look at her in surprise. "I need some air" she muttered.

Cool drizzle moistened Astrid's face as she stepped outside. The great oak doors boomed shut behind her, cutting off the sounds of the hall. Astrid sighed, brushing her bangs out of her eyes. Her heart was torn. She remembered several long, cold winters, when the harbour had frozen solid and the fishing ships had been unable to sail, when her family had teetered on the brink of starvation. She knew firsthand the desperation that hunger brought.

However, part of her remembered his written confession from earlier, he'd had a dragon - their ancestral enemy - helpless before him and had willingly chosen to let it go. _And not just any dragon,_ she reminded herself, _a Night Fury, the unholy offspring of Thor and Hel herself._ He was a traitor, and a dragon; seven generations of Viking tradition demanded only one fate for him.

Stoick's conversation with Gobber in the hall replayed in her mind. For a brief moment she'd seen something unthinkable in her chief; _weakness_. She shook her head, Stoick was the unshakeable foundation that the village was built on, if he was removed, Berk would undoubtedly fall.

She let out another sigh, realising what she needed to do. Berk needed its leader, and Stoick needed his son, which meant that Hiccup had to survive long enough to find a way to get him back.

* * *

><p>Astrid rose before the sunrise the next day. She'd barely gotten any sleep the previous night, going over the details of her plan, and her rationalisations for her actions over and over again.<p>

Heart pounding in her chest, and hardly daring to breath she smoothly rolled out of bed - she had slept in her clothes. Picking up her axe from where it leant nearby, she cracked open the door with her spare hand. Pausing outside her room for several tense moments, listening to see if her movements had disturbed her parents or brother. When she heard no sounds but soft snores and the whistling of the wind outside, she let out a noiseless breath. Silently, she padded down the stairs, keeping her feet close to the wall to prevent the boards squeaking.

Despite her efforts, the penultimate step creaked as she placed her weight on it. The sound was deafening in the predawn silence. She froze. When nothing stirred within the house, she quickly descended the last step and slipped out the front door.

Fingers of frigid mist swirled between the houses of Berk in the predawn light. All was quiet. Astrid let out a soft sigh, feeling herself relax slightly, the most difficult part of her plan was over. Turning, she set off towards the docks at a brisk pace. She knew that she had limited time, when the sun rose, the harbour would be full of fishermen preparing for their daily voyage and warriors setting off on the Nest Hunt. However, she forced herself not to run and to walk openly down the main street, rather than darting between houses; she couldn't afford to appear suspicious if someone happened to glance out their window at the wrong moment.

She silently thanked the gods when she made it to the fish storage warehouse and slipped inside without meeting another soul. She quickly located a basket of second-rate fish and hurried out of the building. Taking a breath to calm her beating heart, she slung the basket over her shoulder and began the hike back up the ramps to the village.

A few early risers were moving through the village when Astrid crested the final ramp. Thankful for the concealing mist, she skirted the edge of the village and hurried into the relative safety of the forest.

Astrid slumped against a large pine just past the edge of the trees, closing her eyes and taking several deep breaths. _What am I doing? _a voice whispered in her head. She'd spent her whole life working to become the model Vking, yet here she was sneaking around and stealing much-needed food, to feed a _dragon_.

_No, not a dragon, _she reminded herself, _Hiccup._

Even so, could she justify stealing food for him? In their last meeting he'd admitted to having sympathies for their ancestral enemy. She shook her head, perhaps she'd been too hasty in branding him a traitor. Hiccup had always been somewhat of a dreamer, he didn't share her intimate, visceral understanding of the war, he didn't know the true horror that their warriors faced in a raid.

"It's too late to go back now, anyway" she thought out loud, as she pushed away from the tree.

She'd memorised the location of the Night Fury's crash site from her previous two trips and quickly found the small clearing, and from there retraced her steps to the narrow pass between the cliffs that led into the secluded cove.

Maneuvering the bulky fish basket through the narrow crack in the cliffs was an awkward chore, and Astrid's nerves were strained by the time she stepped out into the Cave. She held her axe at the ready in her right hand and the strap of the fish basket in her left, ready to drop it and defend herself in an instant.

Hiccup was lying in almost the exact same spot that she'd last seen him in.

"Hiccup?" She asked cautiously.

The frills along the side of his head twitched at the sound of her voice, but the boy-turned-Night-Fury's eyes remained closed. Astrid cautiously took a step towards him, distantly realising she was probably the first Viking to catch a dragon _sleeping_. As she examined him closer, it looked more like he had collapsed out of exhaustion rather than choosing to sleep out in the open. His wings were splayed out on either side of him, and his left foreleg was folded awkwardly underneath his body, in a position that couldn't be comfortable, even for a dragon. Hiccup twitched in his sleep and her gaze was drawn to his right forepaw. His claws were caked in grey-white dust. She glanced up at the cliff behind her and saw a multitude of scratch-marks roughly halfway up the rock face. _Was he trying to __**climb **__out? _She wondered.

A soft rustle of scales jolted her from her thoughts, and she whirled around as the sleeping Night Fury began to stir.

* * *

><p>Dull, constant pain dragged Hiccup unwillingly back to the waking world. He let out a pained groan, not even trying to open his eyes. Every part of his body seemed to hurt; his leg muscles were strained from repeatedly throwing himself at the cliff, and his back was painful and stiff from too many heavy landings, and his stomach still twisted painfully with hunger. To top it all off, the cold of the previous night's rain seemed to have seeped into his bones, making his joints ache like an old man's.<p>

Gritting his teeth, Hiccup wrenched his eyes open, and blinked in surprise at Astrid standing a few paces away.

They stared at each other silently for several heartbeats. Eventually Astrid shook herself out of it.

"Hey Hiccup," she said, "I brought you something to eat."

He didn't notice the basket that she held in her other hand, until she placed it on the ground in front of her and kicked it over. The lid of the container came loose as it toppled, and it deposited a mound of raw fish onto the ground with a wet squelch.

_Eugh, that's disgust-_ Before he could even finish the thought, his body rose to his feet and _lunged _at the pile. His mouth opened and he snagged the first fish he saw with his teeth; and with a single motion he threw his head back and swallowed it whole. No sooner than the first fish had disappeared down his throat, his head was lowering to pick up the second, and then the third, and fourth...

For an unknown amount of time, all Hiccup saw and smelt was fish, and all he felt was an overpowering urge to gorge himself, accompanied by a sense of satisfaction that grew with each fish that disappeared between his jaws.

When he regained his faculties, Hiccup found his head lodged inside the fish basket. He sat back on his haunches, and the basket came with him. With a jerk of neck tossed it to one side, he blinked rapidly at the sudden light.

Only then did he realise that the basket was empty. He looked down at his paws. Where a few minutes ago there had been a mound of fish large enough to feed a family for a week, there was only a patch of trampled grass and a few scraps of meat and entrails that had escaped his jaws.

He blinked several times and looked up at Astrid, who was clutching her axe in both hands and staring at him, a shocked expression on her face.

"Err, Hi Astrid" he mumbled awkwardly. Then, shaking his head he extended a claw and wrote in the dirt, 'THANK YOU'. When Astrid remained silent, he added 'I'M SORRY ABOUT YESTERDAY - I DON'T KNOW WHAT CAME OVER ME.' That wasn't strictly true; he had an inkling of what happened the day before and with the fish basket a few moments ago, but he refused to consider what that might mean for his precarious relationship with Astrid, or his ultimate fate should he remain a dragon.

Finally Astrid broke her silence, "Don't worry about it" she said, stepping closer to him.

Hiccup cringed and unconsciously took a step backwards. 'COULD YOU PUT THE AXE DOWN?' he wrote 'IT'S MAKING ME NERVOUS.'

She glanced down at the weapon for a long moment. "Okay," she said softly, before slowly crouching and placing the axe on the ground. She stood up and stepped forwards. "For what it's worth, I didn't want to hurt you yesterday, I just..." She trailed off, but Hiccup knew how the sentence ended; she'd seen a dragon, and she'd attacked. It was an uncomfortable reminder of what would happen if anybody else stumbled across his hiding place.

"Truce?" Astrid asked, extending her hand towards him, palm-forwards.

Hiccup blinked at her outstretched arm. He knew that she probably had more weapons on her person, but she was offering him her trust, and he'd be a fool not to take it. Taking in a steadying breath, he lowered his head down to her level, then closed his eyes and gently pressed his nose into her palm. He held the contact for a long heartbeat, then pulled back, resisting the urge to rub at the area her fingers had touched.

He opened his eyes and looked down at Astrid, she was staring at her hand like she expected it to suddenly turn black and drop off.

_Given what happened to the last Viking to touch a Night Fury, _he thought detachedly, _That's not an unreasonable concern. _

'SO NOW WHAT?' Hiccup wrote when Astrid wasn't forthcoming.

"You stay hidden here until I can can find a way to turn you back."

"As simple as that," Hiccup muttered sarcastically. 'AND HOW DO YOU PLAN TO DO THAT?'

"I have no idea," her eyes flashed fiercely, "but I _will_ find a way."

Hiccup resisted the urge to chuckle, if there was a finer example of bullheaded Viking stubbornness he'd never seen it. Taking a deep breath, he scratched a question into the dirt: 'ASTRID, WHY ARE YOU DOING THIS?

Astrid tilted her head at him in confusion.

'I'M A DRAGON,' he explained, 'YOU KNOW WHAT'LL HAPPEN IF YOU GET CAUGHT'

"It's for the good of the village," she answered simply.

This time it was Hiccup's turn to look at her in confusion.

"I overheard some of the senior warriors talking in the mead hall," she began, "The dragon raids are becoming more frequent." She paused, letting the significance of her words sink in. "If Berk is going to survive we need a strong leadership, which means chief Stoick can't be distracted by by looking for - _or mourning_ - you."

_Oh gods, Dad, _Hiccup thought; he'd been so wrapped up in his own problems he hadn't even thought about how the village would react to his disappearance.

Astrid hesitated, brushing a stray lock of of hair away from her eyes, then continued in a low voice. "That, and I figured you must be close to starving after you tackled me yesterday... I couldn't leave anybody like that, even if they'd been transformed into a Night Fury."

Hiccup blinked at her. He'd begun to suspect that Astrid wasn't even capable of feeling 'soft' emotions like compassion. 'THANK YOU AGAIN' he wrote.

A bird cawed loudly in the forest above, breaking the sudden silence and making both of them jump. Astrid glanced up at the sky and cursed softly.

"Hiccup, I've got to get back to the village, my dad wants me to help with repairing the _Sjóknapa's _nets_, _and Gobber wants to run another Dragon Training session tomorrow." her eyes dropped to meet his gaze. "I'll come back as soon as I can, I promise."

'DON'T GET KILLED' Hiccup wrote. He didn't want to admit it, but his survival was totally dependant on her. If she decided to share the location of the cove, or didn't come back with more food, he was as dead as if she took her axe to his neck.

"I'm not planning to" she replied, turning towards the exit of the cove - picking up her axe from the ground.

She paused just before the crack in the cliffs and glanced back over her shoulder. "I'll be back, probably!"

"And I'll be here, definitely."

* * *

><p><em>The Unholy Offspring of Lightning and Death Itself was abruptly torn from sleep. In one moment she'd been curled up asleep on a ledge in the nest, and in the next she was on her feet, flexing her wings for takeoff. She blinked, disoriented as her conscious mind struggled to catch up with her body. Around her, the dragons of the nest rose and stretched their wings, all awoken by the same silent signal.<em>

_Without warning, an image appeared in her mind: An island village, it's harbour guarded by a pair of stones crudely carved into the form of human gods that rose from the black sea. Of their own accord, her legs flexed and her wings drove downwards, driving her into the air. Her tail fins flexed and she joined the thunder of dragons as they spiralled up and out of the mountain._

_For a brief moment she felt a flicker of annoyance at the subversion of her conscious control, but the thought was swiftly dismissed. This was the way of the world; Her Queen commanded, and her body obeyed._

_The dragons flew in a tight orbit around the nest's peak, then smoothly split off into several sub-groups that arrowed away towards their destinations. There were no collisions, even as dragons passed within wing-lengths of each other, each member of the flock knew exactly where to be. The last Night Fury took her position at the head of her group as they winged their way into the darkening night. _

_The flock's wings stilled as one as they neared the island, stealthily gliding in for the final approach. A strange sensation overcame the Night Fury as she looked down on the village, she felt like something momentously important had happened here, but couldn't quite remember what._

**Attack. Now.**

_All thoughts were pushed aside as the Unholy Offspring of Lightning and Death Itself beat her wings twice to gain height, then dove. The unmistakable whistle of her kind filled the air as she fell, and in response the panicked voices of the humans drifted up to her:_

"Night Fury! Get Down!"

* * *

><p><em>Icelandic:<br>Sjóknapa - Sea Rider_

_Norse Mythology:  
>Muspelheim - The mythical Norse realm of fire.<br>Hel - The realm of the dead in Norse Mythology, presided over by a female being of the same name._

_**Author's Notes:**_

_Friendly Greetings!_

_Exam season is in full swing now, so productivity on this fanfic will probably drop off for the next few weeks, so I apologise for any delay between now and the next update. (I definitely don't have a math exam tomorrow that I should be revising for, rather than publishing this chapter :P)_

_For anybody who's read my previous fanfiction 'Winds of Change' (plug!), I'm going to be using the same headcannon of Astrid's family that I used in that story; The Sjóknapa is the name of a fishing boat owned by her family. I've been told that the name is technically grammatically incorrect in Icelandic, but it sounds good to an english-speaking ear, so I'm sticking with it. _

_A brief note of curiosity for those of you that aren't scholars of Norse myth: The traditional Christian image of Hell is "fire and brimstone", but in Norse mythology, Hel is associated with Niflheim, the realm of ice and cold. Also, If you didn't catch it, "Offspring of Thor and Hel herself" was my mythological translation of 'Offspring of Lightning and Death itself'._

_After the last chapter, quite a few of you were asking when "Toothless" is going to show up again in this story. While it's going to be a few chapters before she really gets involved in the story, I hope you enjoyed that little tease from her POV that I threw in at the end, I actually find writing from her perspective quite fun :D._

_Finally, while it feels a bit odd to 'recommend' the most popular fanfic on this site, if for some reason you haven't read the epic "Hitchups" by 'The Antic Repartee', I strongly suggest that you do so. Among many other things (far too many to list here) this story includes probably the best depiction of Hiccup and Toothless' "bond" that I've seen in fanfic, and one of the best interpretations of Astrid's character from before the 'Romantic Flight' (Where do you think the Inspiration for all the Astrid-Introspection in this chapter and the last came from? :P) _

_Last, but not least, as always, thank you for reading, and please let me know what you think of the story so far in a review!_

_~Superbun _


	5. Chapter 4: Fire

**Chapter 4: Fire**

A thin, rising whistle pierced Astrid's dreams. Half asleep, she stared up at the roof with a mounting sense of dread, wondering what on Midgard could make that noise. A purple light flared, highlighting the cracks in the wood above her, and an instant later an explosion shattered the night.

In a blink of an eye, Astrid was wide awake and halfway out of bed. "_Night Fury"_ she cursed, scrambling for her clothes.

Several more flashes of light - this time orange - lit the room while she hurriedly dressed, and snatched up her axe from its usual place.

The rest of her family were already in the main room of the house when Astrid rushed down the stairs. Her father was also dressed for battle, carrying his weapons of choice - the sword and shield. Her mother looked between the two of them, a solemn expression on her face. "Be safe out there," she said, kissing her husband on the cheek, and pulling Astrid into a quick hug. "Both of you."

"What about me?"

Astrid turned around to see her younger brother clutching the hand-axe that they used for chopping firewood.

"Not now Orvar," her father growled, "Put that back!"

"But dad!" he complained petulantly, "I'm _twelve years old!_ I want to fight with you and Astrid!"

"Orvar, do what he says." her mother commanded.

His grip on the axe loosened and the head thudded against the floor.

"I know you want to fight, _Litla Drekann,"_ Astrid said softly, taking a step towards her brother. She gripped the center of the axe's haft in one hand and his his free hand in the other, guiding him into a basic two-handed ready stance. "But I need you to do something more important." She released her grip. The axe wobbled, but he kept it aloft.

"What?" he asked breathlessly.

She placed a hand on his shoulder, "I need you to stay here and look after mother, so dad and I don't have to worry about her when we're fighting. Okay?"

Orvar nodded and opened his mouth to respond, but was cut off by the rising note of a war horn that rang out over the clash and clamour of fighting; the raid alarm.

"Astrid, we need to go"

With one last look at her brother, she turned to the door. "Right behind you, dad."

Astrid followed her father out into the night. The night-vison torches had already been lit, and she could see several monstrous shadows flitting back back and forth in their light. Draconic roars and Viking battle cries rang out through the darkness. The raid horn sounded again; two short bursts in quick succession - the signal for every unengaged warrior to fall back and regroup. Astrid took a deep breath, preparing herself for battle, and took off towards the sound of the horn.

A chill ran down Astrid's spine as she and her father arrived at the village centre; the space before the mead hall's steps was barely half full. She remembered previous raids when the staging area had been packed with defenders. _How many warriors did Stoick take on his nest hunt?_

"Is this all of us?" Gobber called from partway up the steps - with the chief and Spitelout away on the hunt, the smith was in charge of the village's defence.

"Most of us, sir," a voice replied, "Björn and Friðrik went after a Zippleback in the upper meadows, and Birgit is chasing a Nadder away from the fish warehouses."

"Very well," Gobber replied. "Hoark, What have we got?"

"Nadders, Gronckles, Zipplebacks, Nightmares," the veteran scout hesitated, "and the Night Fury."

A palpable chill went through the crowd of fearless Viking warriors at the mention of the mysterious demon of the night. Astrid heard a man next to her mutter a prayer to Thor.

"Right then you lousy lot!" Gobber yelled. "Are we sheep? Or are we Vikings?!"

The crowd roared back at him.

"That's more like it!" he shouted, and then began barking out orders, dispatching groups to defend different parts of the village. Within a minute, the square had cleared, leaving only Astrid, Gobber and the other teens.

"Where do you want me, sir?" Astrid asked, stepping up to the aging smith. This could be her chance; with half the village gone, she'd finally get an opportunity to show her skills and reclaim her family's honour.

"Fire duty," he replied, glancing at her briefly, then hurrying towards his shop.

"What?" she exclaimed, "You've seen me in the ring, you know what I can do. You _need _me on the front lines!"

Gobber stopped abruptly and rounded on her. "What I saw in the ring yesterday," he growled, "was somebody who almost got her friends get killed in a in a failed attempt to take down a dragon single-handed."

Astrid took a step back, in all her years she'd never seen the usually jovial smith genuinely angry.

"Glory seekers aren't an asset on the battlefield, Astrid, they're a liability." he continued. "Don't become one. Fire duty. Now."

Astrid stared wordlessly after the smith as he waddled towards his shop.

"What was that about?" Ruffnut asked, coming up behind her.

"Nothing," Astrid growled, angrily slinging her axe across her back. She glanced up at the flickering orange light on the horizon and turned to the rest of the fire crew. "Come on, Let's get moving before half the village burns to the ground."

* * *

><p>Hiccup paced the confines of his cove prison agitatedly. He'd felt strangely lethargic all day, he'd assumed it was a consequence of his overexertion the day before, but then, as the sun slipped behind the cliff walls and the sky darkened his body woke up.<p>

Then the dragons had flown over.

The first sign of their approach had been an almost subsonic chattering that made the frills on the sides of his head twitch. The sound was so low he'd almost thought he was imagining it, until he'd heard the whispering of wings and seen the dragons fly over his hideout. Even against the dark sky, his sensitive eyes could pick out their forms from the blackness. It was almost as if his gaze was subconsciously drawn to the the other dragons.

Less than a minute after the flock had flown over, the clash and clamour of combat had started. To his sensitive ears, the shouts and cries of pain sounded like he was right in the middle of the battle, rather than cowering miserably in the forest some distance away. Letting out a subconscious whine, he dropped to the ground and pressed his forepaws to the sides of his head in a vain attempt to block out the noise.

It took him a moment to realise the sound of rushing wings he heard was coming from nearby and not from the distant battle. With a jolt, he scrambled to his paws and spun around to see an emerald green Nadder coming in to land in the cove. It landed a couple paces away and gracefully folded its wings, looking him up and down.

_Don't panic! _he told himself, _if it thinks you're another dragon it might not attack._

_"So this is what the Night Fury hid from me"_ it said. Hiccup shuddered unconsciously at the voice, it wasn't just that it was coming from a dragon - he'd long suspected that they were intelligent and could communicate - there was something about the way the words almost echoed in his head and how his head-frills shifted in time with the sounds that felt _wrong_. "_A full transformation,_" the dragon continued. The voice was female, he thought. _"I'm impressed, she must have been storing up her power for decades, waiting for the right moment."_

"Hello?" Hiccup wished his limited instincts included draconic social interaction. "Who are you? What are you talking about?"

The Nadder finally met his gaze, the great reptile's slit-like pupils swelled and it adopted an almost sympathetic expression. "_Oh, I'm sorry,_"she said, "_This is all new to you, this must be very confusing."_

"I-I don't know what you're talking about," he said, trying vainly to keep his voice level.

The Nadder's eyes narrowed to slits and her tail-spines bristled. _"You shouldn't lie to me,"_ she growled icily. She blinked and suddenly the sympathetic expression was back. _"I know what the Night Fury did to you" she crooned "I know that you're human, or at least you used to be."_

Hiccup sat back on his haunches with a huff. _So much for pretending to be a dragon_, he thought. He studied the new arrival curiously, she knew that he was a human, and yet she was still looking at him with that sympathetic expression, like she actually _wanted_ to help him.

"Who are you?" he repeated.

"_I am the protector of the dragons"_ she replied "_I protect my flock from harm and guide them to the most prosperous feeding grounds."_

Hiccup blinked at the odd reply. "Can you turn me back?" he asked hopefully.

Other dragon bowed her head and crooned softly. _"I'm sorry, I cannot," _she said regretfully, _"My powers cannot help you; only the Night Fury can truly wield the Aür, and she used up all of her power transforming you."_

Hiccup's legs gave out and he slumped to the ground. He was stuck in this godsforsaken body. He would never see his father or his home again. He screwed his eyes shut and struggled not to cry.

"_Perhaps this was for the best" _The Nadder suggested gently.

Hiccup raised his head and glared at her. "_Why would you __**ever **__say that?!"_ he hissed.

"_You have been given the body of a Night Fury; you have the strength and agility of the most powerful of dragon species, and a lifespan a hundred times that of your human body. What is there to miss?" _

"Oh, how about my family and my tribe?" He shot back acidly, "And what use is the body of a Night Fury if I don't even know how to use my wings?"

"_I can show you how."_

"Oh..." Hiccup went silent. His wings twitched unconsciously. Before that moment he'd only considered flight as an abstract concept - he was a dragon and had wings, he knew that in theory he could fly - now he actually considered the idea of _him_ _flying_, soaring through the air and feeling the wind beneath his wings. With a shock he realised that there was a part of him - human or dragon, he wasn't sure - that actually _wanted_ to fly. "How is this going to work?" he asked, "You're a Nadder and I'm a Night fury, Our wings aren't even..."

"_This isn't my only body"_ the Nadder explained as if it was the most obvious thing in the world. _"I am here with you in this cove, but I am also still in the nest, and with every dragon in every raiding party. I possess the combined experiences of hundreds dragons."_

"Okay, that makes no sense," he muttered, "but let's do this. What do you need me to do?"

"_Close your eyes and relax"_

Hiccup thought that was a strange start to a flying lesson, but with a mental shrug he did as he was told. Immediately he felt a comforting warmth spread over him, and a vision of large cavernous space lit from below by a red light sprung into his mind. Distantly, he was aware of himself stepping forwards and bowing his head before the other dragon.

The Nadder bent her neck touched the tip of her beak to his forehead. Suddenly a bolt of red-hot pain shot through him and he jerked backwards. He blinked repeatedly and shook his head to clear the vision.

"What the Hel was that!?" Hiccup exclaimed.

"_I apologize, I will be more gentle this time, now relax." _

She moved her head to touch him again and Hiccup shied away, "Wait.I'm not-"

The Nadder growled impatiently. _"Do you want to fly or not, Night Fury?"_

Hiccup took a deep breath, pain or no pain, being able to fly would mean he wasn't reliant on Astrid for food and could escape if his cove was discovered. He nodded his head.

Almost before he closed his eyes he was filled with warmth again and the vision of the cave swam into his head. A draconic cry of agony rang out from the distant village and was abruptly silenced. Hiccup's eyes shot open. _The raid!_ He'd almost forgotten the reason why the other dragon was there. Suddenly a connection between two of her previous sentences dawned on him and his blood turned to ice.

"Wait a minute," he burst out, scrambling backwards. "You said you were 'with' the dragons in the raid, and that you 'guide them' to the best feeding grounds. Are you the reason why they keep attacking us?"

"_No, It is simply the way of things that compels them: those with power take what they desire from those without. As Dragons we are infinitely superior to the humans, and therefore they are prey. I merely guide my flock in fulfilling their nature."_

"No!" Hiccup snarled. "There has to be a better way! Humans are intelligent, and now I know dragons are too! There doesn't have to be war, If we can communicate..."

"_Enough!"_ The Nadder growled harshly cutting him off. _"The raid has is nearly over, and we don't have time to wait for your true nature to assert itself. __**Come here.**__"_

Hiccup felt the strange heat again, but this time it was different; it seemed hotter, more akin to standing next to the open forge than a comforting blanket. His legs twitched and he had to fight to keep himself from padding forwards and curling up at the Nadder's feet.

_You have an impressive strength Night Fury, especially for one who has so recently undergone a traumatic experience. _It took Hiccup a moment to realise that the Nadder was no longer speaking, but he could somehow still hear her words. _Don't fight your nature. Accept what you are, and become the most powerful of dragons._

Hiccup gritted his teeth and sank his claws into the soil, battling to keep himself rooted to the spot.

_Let me in, and I'll give you the power to take your revenge on the one who transformed you._

An image of the Night Fury appeared in Hiccup's mind, tied up, helpless, and staring up at him with fearful green eyes. _No, _he thought. Even if he had the Night Fury before him at that very moment he wouldn't do it. It wasn't very Vikingly, but he just didn't have the capacity to enact bloody retribution.

_Fool._

Agony shot through Hiccup and bloody red light flashed before his eyes. He wanted to scream in pain, but he found that he couldn't move his body. His whole body burned like he'd been plunged into the fires of Muspelheim.

_You are mine now, Night Fury... _

The pain increased, and Hiccup could _feel_ his consciousness being slowly crushed out of existence. _No..._ he thought weakly. Suddenly,The unnatural heat scorching his body seemed to fade, being replaced by a very real warmth growing deep in his chest. He drew on the sensation for strength, pushing back against the suffocating heat. The warmth inside him responded, growing and growing until he felt like he couldn't possibly contain it any longer.

_I AM NOT YOURS! _He roared mentally.

His jaws opened but no sound came out. Instead, his teeth instinctually retracted and he felt _something _in his throat shift. There was a flash of purple light, and an explosion. Something hit the ground with a heavy thud.

Hiccup blinked, swaying slightly as his surroundings gradually came back into focus. He took in several gulps of the cool night air, then immediately regretted doing so. The acrid scent of burnt flesh and the metallic odour of blood swamped his senses and he nearly gagged.

It took him a moment to realise that the Nadder was no longer stood in front of him, and was instead lying on her back several feet away, a wisp of smoke rising from a blackened hole in her chest.

"Oh gods," he murmured, stumbling over to her, "I did this... I'm so sorry..."

"No," the Nadder wheezed - the unsettling _otherness_ of it's voice gone. "The Queen ... she uses dark magic to control dragons... she makes us raid to feed her..." she drew in a final rattling breath, forcing air into ruined lungs. "Thank you... for setting me free."

With that, the Nadder laid her head down, set her face in a dignified posture and made the greatest journey of all.

* * *

><p>Astrid threw another load of water onto the smoking ruins in front of her, then set the bucket down and rested her hands on her knees, drawing in several large draughts of air. She straightened - wincing as she stretched her strained back muscles - and looked over the rest of the fire crew. All of them were caked in a mixture of mud and soot and utterly exhausted. The Twins didn't even have enough energy left to bicker, instead they just stood side-by-side staring at the wreckage with glazed expressions.<p>

The raid had gone badly, even from the sidelines they could all tell that; they'd had to put out over twice as many fires as usual. There had been so many that by the time they'd extinguished one, the next had already begun to spread to the adjoining buildings.

Far worse than the destruction, however, was the silence. Astrid remembered the aftermaths of previous raids, there had been quiet and mourning, yes, but there had also been celebration of another victory, and battle-brothers congratulating each other on a good fight. The few people Astrid could see in the cold grey light of dawn shuffled quietly down the village pathways, talking to each other in hushed voices.

She took a deep breath and pushed away her pain and exhaustion, she had a job to do. "Come on guys," she said, "This one's done, let's make another round of the east side, the fighting was fiercest over there."

Snotlout didn't even object to her issuing orders, he just grumbled wordlessly and picked up his bucket.

"Hey Astrid!"

She turned around to see Gobber hobbling up the street towards her.

"How is it?" she asked as he approached.

"Better than we'd expected" he replied, but she could see the truth in his eyes; things were bad.

"What can we do for you, sir?"

The smith's gaze traveled over each member of the group before returning to Astrid. "Go home, get cleaned up, find something to eat, then get some rest; you've done enough."

"But-"

"You'll need it; you're facing the Deadly Nadder this afternoon."

"Dragon Training!?" Ruffnut burst out, "Are you insane!? We're dead on our feet here, you'll get us all killed!"

Gobber's gaze hardened. "I'm serious," he said to the blonde twin, "We lost too many warriors tonight, and we were already underhanded. If the beasts attack again, we'll need you five to replace the fighters we've lost."

Astrid swallowed drily. "Of course, sir," she replied.

Astrid nodded at Gobber and then Ruffnut before shuffling slowly towards her house. She muttered a prayer of thanks to the gods when her home came into view, whole and undamaged.

Wearily, she pushed open the door and all but fell into her mother's arms. She allowed herself to be led to a chair, and sat still as her mother wiped the dirt from her face. She graciously accepted the bowl of fish stew pressed into her hands and ate it mechanically.

As soon as she finished her meal she climbed up the stairs to her room. The warm food in her belly had helped revive her, but she still felt like sleeping for a week. She looked longingly at her bed, but turned away, instead heading to her window. _Hiccup,_ she thought. His cove was nicely hidden from the ground, but from the air, to a dragon's eyes... She shook her head and clambered out of the window. She lowered herself until she was hanging from the sill by her fingertips then dropped to the ground.

She rose quickly from her crouch and glanced around; nobody seemed to have noticed her acrobatics. _Good, _she thought, and darted out of the village into the forest.

She let her mind wander as she trekked through the woods. She quickly realised that she had a problem; her current unspoken arrangement with Hiccup wouldn't work. He'd eaten a week's worth of fish the previous morning, while she hoped that would last him a couple days at least, she couldn't keep stealing fish to feed him. For one, people would start becoming suspicious if too many baskets went missing, and secondly, she had her own reservations about stealing more much-needed food from her village.

A breeze rustled the canopy above her, bringing with it a whiff of smoke. She ignored it at first, then with a heart-stopping chill she realised she was _upwind_ of Berk. Cursing, she broke into a run, covering the remaining distance in a few unbearably long minutes.

Astrid skidded to a halt at the mouth of the fissure that led into the cove. She took several deep breaths, forcing herself to calm down. She unstrapped her axe from her back and silently slipped between the towering walls of stone.

Her eyes were immediately drawn to the body of the Nadder lying on its back in the centre of the cove. She raised her axe cautiously as she approached. The scents of fire and blood were thick in the air around it. She circled around to get a better view and gasped in shock. The lower half of the Nadder's chest had been torn open, its entrails gleaming bloodily in the morning sunlight. She could see jagged white spears of bone poking through the blackened flesh around the edge of the wound.

Astrid looked away, she'd seen battle wounds before, but she still balked at the sight of the visceral destruction before her. Nothing on Midgard could cause wounds like that. _Except... _A memory of a rising whistle, followed by a purple flash and a glimpse of a similarly mutilated body replayed in her mind.

"Hiccup?" She called, apprehension tightening her grip on her axe. "Where are you?"

She glanced around at the cliff walls, thankful to take her eyes of the corpse of the Nadder. At first there was no response, then she heard a low whine from behind her. She whirled around and studied the void beneath the buttress-roots of a tree growing out the side of the cliff; were the shadows a little too dark and solid?

A green eye blinked open in the darkness, it stared at her for a long moment before Hiccup crawled out from the hollow beneath the pine.

"Thank Odin," she whispered, taking a step towards him.

The dragon shied away with a distressed moan.

"Are you okay Hiccup?" she asked, concerned. "What's wrong?"

She tried another step forwards. The human-turned-dragon jerked backwards.

'DON'T COME NEAR ME' he wrote.

"Why not? What happened here?"

Hiccup let up another moan, his eyes darting to something behind her.

"I don't speak dragon, Hiccup" she added gently.

'I KILLED HER. I DIDN'T MEAN TO, IT JUST HAPPENED.'

_Her? _Astrid thought. Then she turned, following Hiccup's gaze, and saw the body of the Nadder.

"You mean the Dragon?" she asked.

Hiccup nodded, then slumped to the ground with a soft whine, and realisation slowly dawned on Astrid. She'd heard from some of the veterans that the first kill was the hardest, and that sometimes the memory of it haunted young warriors for many years. Admittedly, they were talking about killing other humans at the time, but this was _Hiccup, _and she knew he'd felt some sympathy for the Night Fury he'd captured.

"Hiccup," she said firmly. "Don't feel guilty about this. You're a Viking; you kill dragons, it's in your blood."

'AM I? LOOK AT ME.'

"You might not look like one on the outside," she began, "But you're still you on the inside, which means that you're still a viking. Remember that; you need to stay strong until we find a way to turn you back."

'SHE SAID THAT ONLY THE NIGHT FURY CAN CHANGE ME BACK, AND SHE USED UP ALL HER POWER DOING THIS.'

"Wait, you _spoke_ to it?"

This prompted Hiccup to launch into a laborious recount of his conversation with the dragon. Astrid noticed that he was getting quicker at scratching the runes into the dirt, but it still took several minutes for him to write it all out.

'... AND WITH HER LAST BREATH THE NADDER TOLD ME THE DRAGONS ARE CONTROLLED BY "THE QUEEN" AND THAT SHE IS THE REASON THEY RAID BERK'.

Astrid took a step back and read over Hiccup's text again. "Well, It fits the facts," she said. "It might even explain a few things. But if this 'Queen' really exists, she probably never leaves the nest - The thing we've been after since Vikings first sailed here."

'DON'T YOU SEE WHAT THIS MEANS?' he wrote, 'THE DRAGONS ARE INNOCENT, THEY'RE FORCED TO ATTACK US'

Astrid fingered the haft of her axe uneasily, if this was true, it could undermine everything they thought knew about the dragons. If they were wrong about the beasts' nature, what other secrets might they be hiding?

_It dosen't matter,_ part of her whispered, _as long as they raid Berk, they're still your enemy._

A soft whimper pulled Astrid from her thoughts. 'SHE DIDN'T WANT TO HURT ME, AND I MURDERED HER' he added with a shaking paw.

Astrid crouched down to his eye-level. "Hiccup," she began in a gentler, but still firm tone. "The Nadder hurt you and you defended yourself; you didn't do anything wrong."

'I KNOW, BUT I DIDN'T MEAN TO KILL HER'

Astrid had an inkling of what was going through Hiccup's head. "Do you know how I killed my first dragon?" she asked.

Hiccup shook his head slowly.

"It was a few years ago," she explained, "I was on fire duty, when a Terror jumped at me from a burning house. I didn't have time to think, I just _reacted_. I drew my axe and cut the thing in half. To be honest, It slightly scared me, but I got over it, and learned to trust my instincts, and they've saved my life several times since."

Hiccup let out a long breath. Astrid felt it on her face; warm and smelling strongly of fish.

'THANK YOU, ASTRID' he wrote. 'I KNOW WHAT YOU'RE RISKING TO HELP ME; I OWE YOU'

"Don't worry about it," she replied, "Like I said, this is for the good of the village. You can pay me back by staying alive until we find a way to turn you human again."

She stood up and glanced over at his writing from earlier. "I can't believe I'm saying this," she added "But that dragon was onto something."

Hiccup tilted his head at her, as if to say _what!?_

"You need to learn to fly."

* * *

><p><em>Icelandic:<br>Litla Drekann - Little Dragon (Astrid's pet name for her brother)_
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	6. Chapter 5: Stormfly

**Chapter 5: Stormfly **

Astrid stifled a yawn as she stepped under the portcullis into the dragon ring. She'd managed to get a few precious hours of sleep after checking in on Hiccup, but she was still tired, and mentally processing Hiccup's revelations about the dragon war. She unslung her axe and swung it around a couple times, feeling its comfortable weight in her grip.

The arena in front of her was filled with a labyrinth of tall wooden walls, easily two or three times her height. Narrow corridors stretched away to the left and right of the entrance. She idly wondered when Gobber had found time to set up the maze while overseeing the repairs of the village.

She pushed the thought away, silently repeating her uncle's training mantra: _In battle you must be as the eye of the storm; violent on the outside, but calm within._

The portcullis slammed shut behind her, sealing her in along with the other dragon trainees.

_And soon, an angry Nadder, _she added.

"Get ready," Gobber instructed, pacing away from them, around the circumference of the ring.

Astrid adjusted her grip on her axe and dropped into a ready stance. Around her she sensed the others following her lead

"Guys, wait," she hissed, remembering Gobber's advice from the previous night. "We need a plan; If we all charge into that maze blindly we'll get picked off one by one."

The clang of a cage opening echoed across the ring, followed by a furious hiss and a raptor-like screech.

"I have a plan: Get that dragon!" Snotlout yelled, raising his mace over his head and charging off down the right-hand path. A moment later, the Twins let out their own battle cries and disappeared down the left path. Fishlegs glanced at her, meeting her gaze with apologetic eyes before shrugging and chasing after Snotlout.

"Well, I tried," she muttered to herself, before following after the Twins.

"Today is all about _ATTACK!_" Gobber shouted from the sidelines. "Nadders are quick, and light on their feet! Your job is to be quicker and lighter!"

She heard a rushing of air and a creak of wood. She instinctively dived down a side corridor as a shadow flitted across the narrow slit of sky above her. She glanced back as she sprinted away, but the high walls obscured her view. She heard the dragon let out an excited squawk and a moment later Fishlegs cried out in terror. "How in the Hel is this teaching us anything!" he yelled.

Astrid stopped running and glanced around warily. From the far side of the maze she could hear the Twins arguing while Gobber lectured them about finding a dragon's blind spot. _Quick and light? _she thought, glancing down at her shield. Nadder fire was among the most destructive kinds, but it was also short-ranged; the heavy wooden disk on her arm would just slow her down. She quickly slipped her arm out of the shield let it drop to the arena floor. Her lips twitched in a cold smile. She prefered to wield her axe two-handed anyway.

She cautiously rounded a corner, and spotted Snotlout crouching at the intersection of two pathways. Keeping low, she silently slinked up beside him and peeked around the corner. The Nadder was prowling down the narrow aisle towards them, its wings half-extended to block the passage. She swiftly pulled back, pressing against the wooden wall.

_On three,_ she mouthed to Snotlout, readying her axe.

"Stay back babe, I'll handle this," he said, stepping out into the intersection. He raised his arm and threw his mace.

Snotlout stared dumbly at the surprised dragon as his weapon clattered harmlessly against the maze wall.

Astrid leapt into action, grabbing the back of his collar and tugging him with her. She felt a flash of heat on her back as the Nadder incinerated the space he'd been occupying a half-second earlier. "_Never throw away your weapon in battle!_" She growled.

Heavy footsteps sounded behind her and she let go of Snotlout, doubling her speed. She darted around a corner. The heavier dragon skidded after her, smashing into the maze wall and knocking it down. The impact didn't phase her pursuer at all. The Nadder shook off the splintered wood and leapt after her, hopping along the tops of the walls. The huge wooden sections crashed down in its wake.

Astrid glanced around. Snotlout had vanished down a side passageway, leaving her alone in the dragon's sights. A deafening impact shook the ground, making her stumble. She caught herself, and looked up. Almost in slow motion she saw the wall on her left begin to lean over towards her. She put on a desperate burst of speed and dove into a roll.

For a single instant she was buffeted by a blast of wind and engulfed in a cloud of dust as the maze section fell, missing her by mere inches. In the next, she was finishing her roll and rising, taking in her surroundings. She was in a small clear space, on one side, the open doors of the Nadder's pen; on the other three, collapsed maze sections.

She heard an angry hiss and a crunching of claws on wood. She reacted; spinning, switching her axe to the left hand. Her right hand found the knife on her belt in the same moment that she turned to see the Nadder leap at her. She raised the knife, then in the blink of an eye, whipped her hand downwards.

The knife struck the near the base of the right wing, slicing nearly the whole length of the membrane. Thick, hot blood splashed on stone. The Nadder bellowed in pain. It's right side dipped and it crashed heavily to the arena floor. The dragon was slow to rise; stunned.

Astrid saw her opportunity. The Nadder was three paces away. She raised her axe and charged.

Her mental calm shattered. Memories and thoughts slipped in with each step.

One. _A Terrible Terror leaping from a burning house, it's eyes wide with panic. Her axe rising of its own accord to meet it, splitting its skull in twain. Hot blood soaking her hair._

Two. _Reading the dragon manual as a child, the same words on every page: "Extremely dangerous, kill on sight."_

Three. _A Night Fury slumped on the ground whimpering with grief. 'SHE DIDN'T WANT TO HURT ME'_

Astrid skidded to a halt, her axe frozen mid-swing. Was this a mindless beast? Or a slave? A monster? Or a victim? She couldn't tell anymore.

She looked down. She was standing over the Nadder; yellow eyes stared up at her in fear and growing confusion. The eyes blinked. Once. Twice. The Nadder grunted, and shakily clambered to her feet. Astrid stumbled backwards as the dragon shuffled silently into her cell.

A soft pattering of liquid caught Astrid's attention as the dragon passed. The rent in her wing membrane was bleeding profusely, spreading drops of blood in a trail behind her. She felt sick.

The doors of the Nadder's prison slammed shut with a resounding boom.

Tuffnut broke the silence that followed. "Who are you and what have you done with Astrid?" he taunted. "I've never seen you chicken out on a dragon like that before."

She didn't respond. Hiccup's last words as a human echoed in her mind.

_I did this._

* * *

><p>The harsh glare of the midday sun dragged Hiccup into wakefulness. He raised his head and looked around, blinking rapidly to clear the sleepy fog from his mind. He hadn't realised that he'd fallen asleep. He'd lain down to rest for a moment after a long, stressful night and the rising sun had seemed to have an almost soporific effect on him. Before he knew what was happening, he'd felt his eyelids begin to droop and his head drop onto his paws.<p>

He glanced over at his shelter beneath the roots of the pine. Part of him wanted to curl up in the shadows under the great tree and go back to sleep. Instead, he forced himself to walk over to the shores of the lake and took a long drink of the cool meltwater within. Refreshed, he sat back on his haunches and met the gaze of the reflected Night Fury.

His conversation with the Nadder - or should he say the Dragon Queen? - from the night before replayed in his head. Whatever magicks the Night Fury possessed had been consumed in transforming him, she'd said, leaving him trapped in this body.

_Well it could be worse,_ he thought morosely, _I could have been turned into a Gronckle or a Zippleback. _Based on what he remembered of the Night Fury and what he saw in his own reflection, he thought the Furies were one of the least hideous dragon species: Sleek, streamlined, and possessing an almost feline quality to their appearance. In a different set of circumstances, he might even have described the Furies' large green eyes and wide black pupils as _cute_.

The Queen had also said that it was the nature of dragons to attack and steal from the weak, and that eventually his 'true nature' would assert itself. Was he fated to become a selfish beast, and turn on his tribe?

_No, _he told himself adamantly. _I might be black and scaly on the outside, but I'm still me on the inside. I haven't changed. _Was that true though? An explanation for his strange sleeping patterns since his transformation suddenly lit up in his mind. Night Furies had black scales and large, sensitive eyes. Dragon raids happened exclusively at night. Logically, it would make sense if Night Furies were nocturnal - was that what was happening to him?

Considering his 'attack' on Astrid, and the incident with the fish basket the day before, it was obvious that the transformation had affected his subconscious as well as his physical form. How long would it be before it began to affect his conscious thoughts too? Would he even realise when it was happening?

"No," he growled, turning sharply away from the lake. "I'm still me, Hiccup Horrendous Haddock the Third." He couldn't allow himself to start doubting his own thoughts; down that route lay madness and despair.

He cast his gaze around the cove; he needed a project to occupy his thoughts - _gods,_ he missed the forge. His eyes settled on the boulder he'd used in his failed attempts to climb out of the cove. Astrid had been right; stuck in this cove and unable to fly, he was vulnerable to any roving dragon or Viking that chanced upon him. As Gobber was fond of saying: _A downed dragon is a dead dragon._

He scrambled atop the rock and turned to face the far wall of his prison. He extended his wings and gave them a few experimental flaps. With a deep breath, and a silent prayer to the gods, he threw himself forwards into empty space.

At the apex of his leap, Hiccup drove his wings downwards. Rather than rising gracefully into the air as he envisioned, he spun uncontrollably and tumbled to the ground. He landed in an ungainly tangle of wings and tail, throwing up a cloud of dust.

Hiccup groaned and clambered to his feet. "Time for some good old-fashioned Viking stubbornness," he thought out loud, turning back towards the boulder. "If at first you don't succeed, keep beating your head against the rock until one or the other breaks."

After the third heavy landing - and accompanying mouthful of soil - Hiccup came to two conclusions. One: He'd had enough of intentionally throwing himself off high places to last a lifetime. And two: the only thing in the nine realms more stubborn than a teenage Viking was the force of gravity.

_Perhaps learning to fly solely by trial and error was a bit optimistic,_ he thought sheepishly. While he was still grounded for now, there must something he could do to make himself less of an easy target. He briefly glanced over at the body of the Nadder - still lying sprawled in the middle of the cove.

While it made him sick to think about what he'd done to the dragon, he had to admit that being able to control his fire and use it at will would be useful if he was attacked. But where to begin?

Hiccup closed his eyes and tried to remember how it had felt when he'd used his fire. It had started with a heat blossoming in his chest, somewhere between his heart and his stomach. He focused on that area, and he felt it, _something_ clenched tightly at the centre of his torso. He flexed his chest muscles, and found a new set that seemed to connect to the _thing._ He experimentally pulled them, and he felt a brief flare of heat, but it quickly sputtered and died.

Encouraged, he repeated his action, taking in a deep breath at the same time. The flame in his chest sprang into life. Hiccup jerked in shock. His teeth instinctually retracted and he shot a small fireball into ground, kicking up a shower of dirt.

Hiccup blinked in surprise. The fire _tasted_ weird; it left an almost metallic taste in his mouth, like the air just after a lightning strike.

Hiccup raised his head to look up at the cliffs and drew in another breath, opening his fire. This time, he held it in, stoking the flames. When he felt he contain it no longer, he fired. A purple bolt shot from his mouth and streaked across the cove, detonating against the wall with a crack of thunder. The blast set off a small rockslide and left behind a stark black scorch mark on the rock.

A soft fluttering caught Hiccup's attention. Undeterred by his pyrotechnics, a crow had flapped down onto the Nadder's chest to feast on her entrails. _Oh no you don't,_ Hiccup thought. He quickly breathed in and fired another shot. His blast went wide, but it still had the desired effect - the bird squawked in surprise and quickly retreated into the safety of the trees.

Steeling himself, Hiccup approached the Nadder's corpse. He'd been avoiding it, but he knew that if he was going to carry on living in the cove he had to do something with the body. He idly clawed at the ground with a forepaw, excavating a narrow trench. Burying the Nadder was out of the question; it would take him a week to dig even a shallow grave. When a dragon was killed in a raid on Berk, they usually burnt the body on a bonfire at the edge of the village. However, those fires also created towering pillars of black smoke; if he lit such a fire in the cove it would undoubtedly draw the villagers' attention.

Hiccup looked up at the cliff walls pensively. His gaze settled on the scorch marks his fire had left on the rocks, and an idea began to form in his head. He knew that in certain conditions fires could burn with minimal smoke. If his fire was as hot as he expected, he might be in luck.

Turning away from the Nadder, he located a small boulder lying at the base of the cliffs. Standing over it, he took in a deep breath, held it for a moment, then retracted his teeth and exhaled, opening the source of his fire. A jet of blue flame shot from his maw, splashing over the rock and instantly crisping the grass around it. He maintained the jet for a couple of seconds, then cut it off, closing his jaws as the last tongues of flame tickled at his throat. The rock was left glowing a dull red, and Hiccup could feel the heat radiating from it even at a distance.

_This should work,_ he thought, returning to the Nadder's remains. He took a deep breath and looked down at the dragon's head. He hesitated. She was an intelligent creature; it felt wrong to put her to the flames without at least an acknowledgement of her passing.

Hiccup paused, thinking. Growing up in a village under near constant attack by dragons, he'd seen his fair share of funerals. Most of the traditions centered on ensuring that the dead person wouldn't come back to life as a Draugr. He doubted that they would mean much to the Nadder.

Eventually he settled on a section of a poem he had heard recited in the mead hall on a Winter's night. It spoke of flames, a king that tortured his subjects, and a young man who went to the aid of an innocent prisoner.

"_Heitr ertu, hripuðr, ok heldr til mikill;  
><em>_göngumk firr, funi!  
><em>_loði sviðnar, þótt ek á loft berak;  
><em>_brennumk feldr fyr._

"_Átta nætr sat ek milli elda hér,  
><em>_svá at mér manngi mat né bauð  
><em>_nema einn Agnarr, er einn skal ráða,  
><em>_Geirröðar sonr, Gotna landi._

"_Heill skaltu, Agnarr, alls þik heilan biðr  
><em>_Veratýr vera;  
><em>_eins drykkjar þú skalt aldrigi  
><em>_betri gjöld geta."_

As the final words faded into the background noise Hiccup inhaled deeply, filling his lungs with air. He held it for a long moment, then breathed fire upon the Nadder's head.

Two great intakes of air, and two fiery exhalations later, all that remained of the Nadder was a patch of blackened ground and a pile of dark grey ash.

Bowing his head, Hiccup stepped back and spread his wings. _I don't know where dragons go when they die,_ he thought, _but I hope it's better than the life you had here_. He flapped powerfully, creating a gust that scattered the Nadder's remains. He watched as the wind took the tiny grey particles, carrying them far, far away from Berk.

If only he could escape his own problems so easily.

* * *

><p>Astrid lay on her bed, staring up at the ceiling. However, she didn't see the rough wooden boards above her. Instead, all she saw was the bloody gash her knife had left in the Nadder's wing, and the steaming red trail she had left behind as she slunk back into her cage. The dragon's pained cry as the blade cut into her flesh echoed in Astrid's ears over and over again.<p>

She raised her hands above her face. In the dim light, she could see that they were shaking. _What's wrong with me?_ She'd witnessed the destruction the dragons wrought on her home first hand: she'd seen whole families burnt alive and her beloved uncle's life destroyed by the beasts. She'd dedicated her life to winning dragon training and restoring her family honour. She should hate them.

Yet, she couldn't get the look in the Nadder's eyes as she stood over it, axe in hand, out of her head. It hadn't been the gaze of a savage killer, they had been the terrified eyes of a wounded and cornered animal - an animal _she'd_ wounded.

Her fingers twitched. She wasn't good at sitting on a problem; she needed to _do_ something. Her hands ached for the haft of her axe; training - no matter the time of night - was always good to work off excess emotion. However, part of her felt sick at the idea of even picking up a weapon again after what she did.

She dropped her hands to the bed with a strained exhale. Who was she to question seven generations of Viking wisdom? Her people killed dragons; it was the way of the world, it was _right_.

_Only the second Viking ever to see a Night Fury and live to tell the tale,_ a small voice inside her whispered. _And possibly the only one who knows the truth of why the dragons raid us._

She sighed. What did they know - really _know_ - about dragons anyway? She wracked her brain, trying to recall everything about Nadders that she could. _They breathe superheated fire and shoot poisoned spines from the tail, _she thought, _avoid those_. _Sharp claws, and strong legs, aim for-_

"_... the wings._" she finished aloud. She wasn't sure why - she vaguely recalled Fishlegs explaining something about 'thermal regulation' - but Dragons seemed to have an inordinate amount of blood flowing through their wings, even a small cut to the membrane would bleed profusely. It was part of what made capturing dragons so difficult, they would often bleed out from wing injuries long before the battle was over.

She thought of the Nadder, huddled in a cold stone cell, slowly bleeding out through the wound she'd inflicted. Her stomach twisted, and she was glad that she'd left her appetite behind somewhere in the training ring that afternoon.

Determination crystallized in her chest. It was time to do something decisive. She smoothly rolled out of bed and slipped downstairs - leaving her weapons and armour behind. Quietly, she rifled through the cupboards, pilfering the items she needed, then stepped out into the night.

Although the stars were obscured by clouds, and a light drizzle fell from the heavens, Astrid hunched her shoulders and pressed on. The moon shone faintly through the clouds, spreading a weak, diffuse light over the village, but she didn't need it; she knew the way.

First, she made her way down to the docks and took another basket of fish from the warehouse. She felt a pang of guilt as she stole more vital food so soon after her last theft, but she knew that there was no other way. As she slipped out the warehouse doors she made a silent promise to find a way to pay back the village for the food she'd taken.

Shouldering the basket, she made her way up the ramps, skirted the boundaries of the village, and started down the track towards the kill ring. She walked briskly, trying to use the rhythms of her body to distract her from the niggling feeling of guilt in her chest. Before, she'd been able to rationalise her actions helping Hiccup as for the good of the village. Now, though: why was she doing this? On a hunch? On the second-hand words of a dragon? To satisfy her _conscience?_

Before she could answer her questions, she crested the final rise and laid eyes on the training ring. Thunder rumbled in the distance, out to sea. The rain was noticeably heavier now than it had been when she left the village. She quickened her pace, hurrying down the incline and over the rope bridge that lead to the ring proper. She had limited time: she did not want to be stuck outside the village when that storm hit.

She grabbed a lantern from the storage shed on the outside of the ring, lighting it using a flint from a pouch on her belt, then returned to the entrance of the arena. She cranked open the gate. Taking a deep breath, she raised the lantern above her head and stepped inside.

The wreckage from the training session had been cleared away, leaving the arena silent and empty. She felt naked standing in the ring without the comforting weight of her shoulder pads or a weapon in her hands. Almost reluctantly, she released the catch and allowed the gate to slam shut behind her.

Her heart pounding in her ears, she approached the Nadder's cage. She set the fish basket and her supplies down a short distance away and stepped up to the lever that released the great doors. She rested her hand on the smooth, worn wood. _This is it_.She whispered a quick prayer to Thor, and pushed down.

The large iron-reinforced doors clanged open. Astrid held her breath, expecting fiery death to leap from the shadows. Nothing moved. She counted three rapid heartbeats, then picked up her lantern and approached the cage's black maw.

An angry hiss sounded from the darkness. She flinched and instinctively stepped backwards. When nothing moved from the shadows, she took a deep breath, and moved forwards again. "It's okay," she said, her voice sounding pathetically small. "I- I don't want to hurt you." She raised her light and squinted into the darkness.

The Nadder was huddled in the far corner of the cage, her injured wing tucked close to her body. She appeared to be shivering slightly. A trail of dried blood ran from around her feet to the drain in the center of the cell. She stared at Astrid with wary golden eyes.

Astrid cautiously took another step forwards. The Nadder rose to her full height, hissing louder. A dry rattle echoed off the stones as the spines on her tail rose. Her deep black pupils narrowed to threatening slits.

"Okay..." Astrid said, stepping backwards. Not taking her eyes of the dragon, she crouched and placed her lantern on the ground, then retreated out of the cage.

The Nadder obviously didn't trust her, but given the circumstances, that was to be expected. _Well she hasn't killed me yet, _she thought, _that has to be a good sign._ She cracked open the lid of the basket she'd brought and pulled out a large cod.

The Nadder shifted nervously and let out a short hiss as she approached. Astrid stopped beside her lantern. "I get it," she said, "You don't trust me. I won't come any closer than this, alright?"

The dragon's only response was a nervous shuffling of her wings. Astrid swore she heard a muffled noise of pain as she pulled on her injury.

"Now," Astrid continued, "With all that's happened recently, I imagine that you haven't been fed in a while. You must be hungry." She held out the fish. The Nadder's nostrils widened as she took in air. Her eyes darted to the fish then back to Astrid's face. She let out an uncertain warble.

With a short underarm motion, Astrid tossed the cod so that it landed just in front of the dragon. The Nadder sniffed at the fish, before snapping it up and swallowing it in a single gulp. Astrid tried not cringe as razor-sharp teeth flashed in the lantern light.

A questioning chirp came from the Nadder as she turned her gaze back to Astrid. Astrid backpedaled, picked up the fish basket, and set it down beside the lantern. She reached inside, pulled out the next fish, and tossed it to the Nadder; it was devoured it as quickly as the first.

Astrid repeated this for the next few fish, making sure to handle each one as much as possible before throwing it, hoping that the Nadder would associate her scent with the food.

On the fourth throw, Astrid adjusted the length of her toss, landing the fish just out of reach of the dragon's neck. With barely a moment's hesitation, she stepped forwards and snapped it up. Astrid repeated this process, gradually drawing the dragon closer and closer to her.

When she was two arm-lengths away, the Nadder stopped and let out a short growl. Astrid froze, her hand half in the fish basket. The Nadder chuffed and nodded at the basket. Astrid almost laughed; she'd forgotten that the dragon was supposedly as intelligent as her. "Sorry," she muttered, and kicked over the basket like she had done for Hiccup, spilling the remaining contents onto the floor. The Nadder immediately dove into the pile, all but inhaling the fish.

Astrid took advantage of the dragon's temporary distraction and stepped around her side to get a better look at the injury. Her first thought was that the wound looked remarkably clean given the squalid conditions of the cage. She could tell that the cell had been perfunctorily washed down somewhat recently, however an almost black mixture of dried blood, excrement, and gods know what else encrusted the corners and cracks in the floor.

Most of the wound had scabbed over, but Astrid could see that in places the scabs were cracked, and a thin trickle of blood ran down the dragon's wing. She shifted slightly to get a better view, and the Nadder suddenly jerked her head up and rounded on Astrid. She bared her teeth, letting out a long, low hiss.

"It's okay!" Astrid exclaimed, "I want to help you!" She automatically extended her hand in a placating gesture, unknowingly moving her arm into striking range. The Nadder reared back with a startled screech, cocking her head to stare down at Astrid with a single yellow eye.

Part of Gobber's lecture from that afternoon drifted through Astrid's mind; a Nadder's blind spot was directly in front of its nose. "I'm sorry, I didn't mean to scare you," she said, sidestepping. "I'll stay where you can see me from now on, okay?"

The Nadder snorted and curled her tail around so that the bristling spines formed a barrier between Astrid and her body.

Astrid took a deep breath, belatedly realising that she'd managed to position the dragon between herself and the door of the cage. She glanced up at the Nadder. A single golden eye blinked down at her impassively.

"I want to help you," she repeated breathlessly, gesturing to the Nadder's wing. "If you let me touch you, I can help make that better. If you don't, you might die. Do you understand anything that I'm saying?" The Nadder blinked. "Look," she continued, "I know that I hurt you, but you attacked me first, I didn't have any..." she trailed off. "Im sorry, okay?"

The Nadder made a soft noise, lowering her head down to Astrid's eye level. Her tail drifted away from her body slightly. Astrid's breath caught in her throat - was it her imagination or were those tail spines relaxed slightly?

The Nadder blinked and bobbed her head slightly. Astrid realised that she had to make the first move.

The tail was just within arm's reach. Hesitantly, she reached out a shaking hand. The Nadder made no move to pull away. Not daring to breathe, Astrid rested a trembling hand on the side of one of the spikes. The spine was smooth beneath the pads of her fingers. Heart in her throat, she ran her hand upwards, gently pushing on the spine. To her disbelief, the spine gave to her gentle pressure, folding down to lie flat against the tail.

She reached out to another spine and repeated her actions. Gradually, she began to smooth down the spines on the Nadder's tail. As she worked, she became aware of a low thrumming sound coming from the dragon - was it _purring?_

Astrid patted down the last spines at the tip of tail, and disbelievingly pulled her hand away. She stared at the Nadder incredulously. "Hiccup was right," she breathed. "Everything we know about you guys... is wrong."

Suddenly, the Nadder whipped her tail away and butted her head into Astrid's chest. Astrid stumbled backwards in shock. The Nadder followed. Panicked, Astrid backed up, glancing from side to side. The cell was too narrow for her to slip past the Nadder. Her back collided with the stone wall.

The Nadder reared up, her silhouette blocking out all the light from the doorway. Astrid heard the great maw open. She clenched her eyes shut, praying that her death would be quick. A strange, choking sound met her ears, followed by the wet splat of something hitting the floor. Confusion made her open her eyes. The Nadder was crouched before her, the dragon's gaze fixed on a point on the ground just in front of Astrid. She let her eyes drift lower; lying at her feet was the rear half of a fish.

The Nadder grunted, her eyes shifting between the fish and Astrid.

It took her a second to realise what the Dragon wanted. "You have got to be-"

The Nadder growled and repeated the gesture.

_No going back._ Astrid slowly bent and picked up the fish. Steeling herself, she raised it to her lips and took a bite. It was oilily, raw and _disgusting_. Grimacing, she forced herself to swallow.

She shuddered. _Still tastes better than seabiscuit, _she thought.

The Nadder stepped forwards and nuzzled at the back of her hands - which were still numbly holding onto the fish. A low purr rumbled in the dragon's throat.

"You want this back?" Astrid asked, dumbstruck at the sight of a _dragon_ begging for food like a housecat.

The Nadder chirped and opened her jaws, revealing rows of needle-sharp teeth. Astrid hesitantly dropped the fish into the waiting jaws. The jaws snapped closed, swallowing the fish in a single gulp, then the Nadder immediately went back to nosing at her hands.

Still not quite believing what was happening, Astrid cautiously rotated her left hand and rested her palm on the dragon's muzzle. The Nadder stilled. The scales were surprisingly warm to the touch. The dragon's hot breath tickled at the skin of her arms.

An electric thrill ran through Astrid. This was a deadly creature of the sky, that could kill her in an instant, yet she was _allowing_ herself to be touched.

With a soft snort, the Nadder pulled back, ending the contact. She chirped and shuffled to the side of the cage, letting Astrid out of the cell.

Astrid cautiously stepped past the dragon and took a lungful of the fresh air outside of the prison. It was raining fully now, and moisture quickly soaked through her clothes, but she didn't care. She closed her eyes and raised her face to the heavens, silently thanking every god she could think off that she was still alive - despite her conviction, part of her had believed that she had doomed herself as soon as she opened the Nadder's cage.

The sound of heavy footsteps followed by an inquisitive chirp brought her back to reality. The Nadder had followed her out of the cage and was standing by her side expectantly. Detachedly, she realised that she'd been thinking of the dragon as a '_she'_ since that afternoon. She wasn't sure how she knew, but some instinct told her that the bird-like reptile was female.

Astrid took a deep breath, making _friends_ with the Nadder was an earth-shattering revelation, but it wasn't why she had come here. She picked up the small pack of supplies she'd brought and stepped back into the cage, moving the lantern from the floor to a hook set into the ceiling. The Nadder trailed her curiously.

Astrid set down her bag and reached out towards the Nadder, holding her hand an inch in front of her muzzle. The dragon sniffed at her fingers, then pressed forwards into the contact. She ran her hand across her jaw and then down her scaly neck, pausing when she reached the wing-shoulder. The Nadder squawked a warning, but made no move to pull away.

Astrid met the gaze of a single, golden eye. "This is going to hurt," she explained, hoping that the dragon understood her, "But it will help you get better, okay?"

The Nadder let out a low croon, and extended her injured wing.

"Thank you," Astrid whispered. Reaching into the bag, she removed a container of alcohol and used it to wash the wound. A small hiss of pain came from the dragon as the liquid seeped into the cut, but she held remarkably still. That was the easy part.

Now, Astrid took out a large needle and thread that were originally intended for repairing the _Sjóknapa's _sails. She was thankful that she'd spent enough time watching her mother tending to her father's - and later, her own - injuries that she knew how to stitch up a wound.

She washed the needle with the alcohol, then threaded it with shaking hands. Gingerly, she reached out with her left hand and pinched the gash in the Nadder's wing closed. Then, with her right, she pressed the tip of the needle against the wing. Holding her breath, Astrid swiftly pushed the needle through the membrane. The Nadder grunted in pain beside her, and the wing shifted in her grip fractionally. Then the needle was through, pulling the thread along with it. Astrid let out a sigh of relief, and set to work sewing up the wound. She tried not to cause the dragon any undue pain, but the wing membrane was tougher than she was used to, and she cringed whenever a pained noise escaped the Nadder's jaws.

It only took her a couple of minutes to close up the hole, but they were the longest minutes of Astrid's life. By the time she had finished, her hands were shaking so badly, she could barely tie off the loose end of the thread.

Astrid let go of the wing and took a step back, letting the Nadder examine her handiwork. The dragon sniffed at the taut threads experimentally.

"I know it's uncomfortable," she told the dragon, "But you only have to put up with it for a week, and your wing will be as good as new."

The Nadder gingerly folded the injured wing against her body.

The cell was momentarily illuminated by a bright white light, followed a fraction of a second later by a booming, bass rumble. Astrid spun around; the rain outside the cell had become a deluge - she'd been so focused on the Nadder that she'd completely missed the storm breaking.

Astrid cursed under her breath. Unhooking the lantern from the ceiling, she made her way to the arena's entrance. Holding the light high, she squinted through the bars. She could barely see the rope bridge that lead back to the mainland. Attempting to make it back to the village in these conditions would be almost suicidal; she would be far better off finding shelter here and waiting out the storm.

Her first thought was the cramped storage shed outside the ring. The roof of the rickety old building probably leaked, and the thought of spending the night crammed between dusty weapon racks wasn't appealing, but it was better than nothing. Then another idea occurred to her. She turned away from the gate and headed back to the still-open cage.

"You think you can share this hole for a night?" Astrid asked the Nadder as she stepped inside.

The dragon chirped back at her.

"I'll assume that was a 'yes'," she said, sitting down in the far corner and placing the lantern on the floor in front of her. She drew up her legs and hugged her arms to her chest. Now that the adrenaline of meeting the Nadder had worn off, she felt cold and wet and weary; her muscles ached from training that afternoon and fire duty the night before.

A blast of warm air ruffled Astrid's bangs. She looked up to find the Nadder staring down at her. "What do you want?" she snapped.

The dragon snorted and shuffled back slightly, still blinking down at her.

Astrid sighed. "I suppose I should call you something,"

The Nadder cocked her head.

"A name," Astrid continued, "I can't just call you 'Dragon' or 'Nadder', it's-"

Thunder rumbled again, and the Nadder turned around, staring out at the sky almost longingly. She seemed to make a decision, and stepped out into the storm. She padded out into the center of the arena and spread her wings, then froze, waiting for something.

A few heartbeats passed. The wind gusted through the arena making the dragon's wing membranes flutter. The Nadder raised her head to the sky and let out a long sorrowful keen that rose and fell with the wind. Astrid stared at her, wondering what she was doing.

The wind gusted again, and the dragon repeated her cry. Terrible realisation slowly dawned on Astrid. _It's the first time she's felt wind beneath her wings since... _In that moment she realised the cruelty of what they did to the dragons: It wasn't just the dank conditions that they kept them in, or that they tortured them in the name of 'training'; no, the true cruelty was that they took these proud creatures of the wind and sky and chained them to the ground.

The Nadder's cry sounded a final time. She slowly folded her wings and padded back towards her prison.

"_Stormfljúga," _Astrid whispered.

The Nadder froze, tilting her head in unspoken question. "Stormfly," Astrid repeated softly, "It's your name."

Stormfly blinked a couple of times, then chirped happily and stepped back into the shelter. She circled a couple times and settled down in the other back corner of the square cell, across from Astrid.

The wind gusted outside again, blowing through the open cage doors and cutting through Astrid's sodden clothes. She groaned, clambering to her feet and hauling on the heavy metal-reinforced doors. She left about a foot of space between the two doors; not daring to close them all the way. While she was fairly certain that Stormfly wasn't going to attack her, there was no way to open the cell from inside, and she didn't want to overstay her welcome.

Her labour over, Astrid returned to her corner of the cell and sat down. She shuffled in vain, trying to find a position against the unyielding stone that didn't make her ache. Eventually, she gave up and settled in for a long, uncomfortable night.

Astrid divided her time between staring numbly out at the rain, and studying Stormfly as she rested. After their first few tense interactions, the dragon hadn't acted at all threatening towards her. Even before then, she'd been defensive, not aggressive. The contrast between the creature resting peacefully beside her, and the vicious beasts that attacked Berk was so stark that Astrid would have almost said they were different species.

"What am I going to do?" she whispered. If this was how the dragons acted when left to their own devices, what they did to the training dragons was monstrous; they were as much victims in this war as the Berkians. However, The Queen - if she really existed - remained hidden in the unreachable nest, while the raiding dragons threatened her home's very existence.

What should she do? Did she follow her convictions and turn her back on seven generations of Viking tradition? Or did she disregard her conscience and do what her people expected of her? _Could_ she do either of those things?

The night wore on. Thor howled and raged outside, and she found no answers to her internal strife. The cold stone beneath and behind her, along with the persistent draught through the cracked doors, leached the warmth from her body. She soon found herself shivering. She hugged herself tighter and huddled close to the lantern, but the feeble heat given off by the tiny flame did little to ward off the cold.

Sometime later - an interval marked only by intermittent flashes of lightning - the lantern flame sputtered and died. Astrid swore and fumbled for her flint and steel. Her fingers were numb and stiff, and it took her four tries to get even a small shower of sparks. The lantern resolutely remained cold and dark. She tried several more times to no avail. Eventually, the firesteel slipped from her senseless fingers, clattering on the stone floor. Astrid threw the flint down alongside it in a mixture of frustration and anguish, and huddled, shivering, in the darkness.

Distantly, Astrid was aware that she was probably going to die. The weather of the Barbaric Archipelago was almost as dangerous as the dragons; fail to treat it with the proper respect and it would kill you as surely as dragonfire. Strangely, she didn't feel any fear at the prospect of her demise, just an odd sense of melancholy and disappointment: Without her aid, Hiccup would likely starve, and the war with the dragons would go on unchanged, as it had for generations before.

_Wait, that doesn't make sense, _she thought. She had in her mind an image of a black dragon, but Hiccup was a boy, Stoick's son. Yes, the chief's son was a Night Fury. But...

Her thoughts were going in circles. She would sort out the identity of the chief's son later. Right now, she needed to rest. She leant her head back against the rock wall. _So tired..._

Something nudged her in the side and she sprawled forwards onto the floor. She opened her eyes - she hadn't realised she'd closed them - and blinked several times, trying to focus on the large mass standing over her.

Eventually she recognised the silhouette of a dragon, but not the dark dragon she remembered: that one had walked on four legs.

"Storm..." she murmured, voice slurring.

The dragon cooed softly, and descended towards her. Astrid let out a wordless cry and tried to scramble away, but her arms and legs wouldn't respond. Before she could move, she was wrapped up in a warm, leathery embrace. She stopped struggling as her frigid extremities began to register the heat radiating from her living cocoon.

A gentle croon came from the unseen dragon as her embrace shifted, loosening slightly. Astrid suddenly became aware of a difference in texture of the material encasing her. The new surface was firmer and rougher than the leather, but not quite as warm. She gently rolled over and pressed her back against the rough surface, lying on her side. The material around her shifted slightly one final time, then stilled.

Astrid lay there in complete darkness, listening. She could still just about make out the noises of the wind and rain, but they were muffled somehow; distant. The most prominent sound in her perception was a slow, rhythmic thumping that seemed to emanate from behind her.

Part of her wanted to find out what that strange beat was, but her new cocoon was surprisingly comfortable and warm.

She would find out later; she knew she could rest safely now.

* * *

><p><em>Icelandic:<br>Stormfljúga - Stormfly (roughly)_

**Author's Notes:**

'_How Do I Live?' Chapter 6, 'Winds of Change' Chapter 5, I really need to stop using hypothermia as a plot device..._

Anyway; friendly greetings!

Last time I said that there would probably be a delay in getting the next chapter of this story out, then I manage to plough through writing the longest chapter that I've published to date in just two weeks; It's funny how a reduction in the amount of free time available makes one focus on what matters to them the most. Anyway, this time there will almost certainly be a longer than usual (whatever "usual" means with my update schedule) gap between chapters as I've reached the end of the chapters that I have planned out. While I have rough notes for where I want the story to go from here, I need to take the time to convert those into a series of chapter outlines.

On that note: While I always read your comments and feedback, and appreciate them. Now, as I am constructing the outline for the remaining chapters, I ask for your theories and suggestions about where the story is going from here, as one of the great joys of posting in this "serial" format on FF is using reader feedback to inform future chapters.

I don't normally say this, but I'm actually quite happy with how this chapter came out, especially the first part from Astrid's POV. I'd even go so far to say that it might be some of my best writing to date, so I hope you enjoy it! There's a lot of focus on character development in this chapter, and I'm trying to make an effort to make the character's changes gradual, so I hope that Hiccup's angst about his transformation isn't getting too stagnant, and that Astrid's attitude towards dragons in this chapter isn't too bipolar.

The poem that Hiccup recites here is actually an extract from an Old Norse poem called the _Grímnismál_, and is part of a set known as the 'Poetic Edda' which together are one of the most important sources of our current understanding of Norse Mythology. The english translation of the extract Hiccup recites here is as follows:

_Hot art thou, fire! | too fierce by far;  
><em>_Get ye now gone, ye flames!  
><em>_The mantle is burnt, | though I bear it aloft,  
><em>_And the fire scorches the fur._

_'Twixt the fires now | eight nights have I sat,  
><em>_And no man brought meat to me,  
><em>_Save Agnar alone, | and alone shall rule  
><em>_Geirröth's son o'er the Goths._

_Hail to thee, Agnar! | for hailed thou art  
><em>_By the voice of Veratyr;  
><em>_For a single drink | shalt thou never receive  
><em>_A greater gift as reward._

As the focus of this chapter is chapter is on Astrid and Stormfly, so my fanfic recommendation this time is 'Talking in her Sleep' by 'Determamfidd'. A lot is said about the sequel to this story, 'When In Rome' (and rightly so), but I want to talk about the original. On first inspection 'Talking in her sleep' is a fairly standard (if well-executed) Hiccstrid tale, but what makes it special IMHO, is that the story is related through Astrid monologuing to her hibernating dragon, which gives the story real heart, and I was somewhat disappointed when this style was dropped for the aforementioned sequel.

Anyway, as always, thank you for reading, and please let me know what you think of the story so far in a review!

~Superbun

* * *

><p><strong>Guest review replies:<strong>

**QuiteARandomFan - **Thank you for the long and thoughtful review. You are correct in saying that part of the plot of this story is 'a retelling of HTTYD with a transformed Hiccup in Toothless' role and Astrid in Hiccup's' although, I'm planning on diverging more from the original storyline as we go on.

I'm glad that you share my good taste in Fanfic :D. Cke1st's 'Dimmadreki' is a great story, arguably better than 'Lightning and Death Itself' in some regards, and criminally underrated in comparison to its longer sibling. Also, 'Call of the Night' isn't without it's issues, but it is a good story, and the Night Fury society it represents is fascinating.

As I've said before, there will be (at least a hint of) some 'Toothcup' in this story (they are the last of their kind after all), but it's not going to be for a while. Hiccup needs to accept and adapt to his change, and "Toothless" needs to be freed from the Queen's control and then come to terms with being a mind-control slave for the majority of her life.

Finally, Happy Birthday! (I hope this chapter makes a good present!)


	7. Chapter 6: Prisoners

**Chapter 6: Prisoners**

Astrid floated, warm and comfortable. She blearily wondered why she had awakened, when her body clearly wanted to remain asleep. However, a childhood in a fisherman's family and long years of training had taught her to rise with the sun, despite the desires of her flesh. Letting out a soft groan, she slowly stretched out from her foetal curl.

She froze when her fingers brushed against soft, warm leather rather than her rough woolen blanket. She wrenched open her eyes only to be confronted by more darkness. Ignoring the sudden surge of panic, she forced herself to breath evenly and absorb everything she could about her environment. As she did so, she realised that her surroundings weren't entirely black; a dim purplish light permeated through the material encasing her.

Astrid slowly reached out and felt the leathery material again, then experimentally pushed on it. It resisted for a moment, then she heard a snort and the curtain lifted, spilling a shaft of sunlight onto her face. Groaning at the sudden change in illumination she threw up her arm and buried her face in the crook of her elbow. After a few seconds of discomfort she was able to remove her arm and squint through the bright light. She was lying on the ground in a stone cell, the dawn sunlight falling on her through a pair of cracked-open metal doors.

It all came back to her in a rush.

_Training, blood on stone, a shaking hand stroking deadly spines, mending a torn wing, sheltering in the cell..._

"Stormfly..." Astrid whispered, at last recognising the wing that had been draped over her. A soft croon answered her, and a large azure head swung into view. Astrid slowly rolled away from the Nadder's flank, Stormfly's golden eyes following her as she shakily got to her feet.

Astrid met that that shimmering reptilian gaze as realisation slowly dawned on her: She'd been all but knocking on the doors of Odin's hall when the dragon - supposedly the sworn enemy of her people - had intervened, sharing her life-giving warmth.

"You saved my life," Astrid said, holding out her hand towards Stormfly's muzzle. The Dragon sniffed at her fingers for a moment, then pressed her muzzle into Astrid's palm. "Thank you."

Stormfly hummed softly in response.

Astrid held the contact for a long moment, then slowly pulled away, her fingers lingering on the Nadder's scales. She pushed open the cage doors and stepped out into the dawn light. The storm had expended its energy while she slept, and above the arena's chains the morning sun illuminated a shining cathedral of clouds; the last remnants of the violence from the night before.

Astrid sighed as she slowly stretched her limbs, gazing eastwards across the ring. The breaking of a fresh day showed her world in a new light. The war with the dragons, that unshakeable cornerstone of Viking culture, was no longer a righteous crusade against _djöfla _spawned by Loki himself, it was a cruel slaughter of intelligent, compassionate creatures.

She turned and looked back through the doors of the cage. Stormfly sat in the same position she'd been when Astrid awoke, quietly watching her. Astrid looked away; she couldn't meet those sorrowful but understanding eyes. "I'm sorry," she whispered, pushing on the heavy iron doors. An edge of determination crept into her voice. "I'll get you out of here someday, I promise."

The cage slammed shut. Astrid leaned against the heavy door, resting her forehead on the cool metal. _What in Odin's name am I doing? _She asked herself. _Was she really promising to betray her people and set a__** dragon**__ free?_

_Yes, I am,_ she told herself firmly. Less than a day ago she had _maimed_ the Nadder, yet when on the verge of freezing to death that night, Stormfly had helped her, rather than leaving her to die as she justly deserved. And how did Astrid repay that forgiveness? By locking the dragon back in her prison. Stormfly deserved better than that.

She looked around at the other four cage doors, seeing in her mind's eye the dragons incarcerated within. _Gods, they all deserve better..._

For a moment, Astrid was overcome by the scale and audacity of what she was considering - Could she, a lone Viking girl of unimportant birth - not even a woman yet - overturn seven generations of tradition? She grit her teeth in determination. _Focus on what you can achieve, _she thought. _That means keeping Hiccup and Stormfly safe, and getting caught in the arena in the early hours of the morning won't help them._

With that, she picked up the now sodden fish basket, slipped out of the ring and set off at a brisk trot towards the slowly waking village.

Her family were already awake when Astrid stepped into her home - having already stashed the empty fish basket at the back of their firewood store.

"Oh there you are, Astrid," Her mother said, looking up from the pot she tended. "Orvar said you weren't in your bed this morning, where'd you run off to?" she asked good-naturedly.

"Oh, I- I woke up early, so I went for a walk." Astrid replied, brushing a stray lock of hair away from her face. She was suddenly aware just how disheveled her appearance was. "It helps to clear my head, youknow?"

Gunhilda hummed in acknowledgement, reaching up and unhooking a ladle from the ceiling, then scooping a portion of porridge into a bowl. "As long as you're okay my dear," she said, handing the bowl to Astrid. "I heard about you and that Nadder."

Terror suddenly shot through Astrid. _How did she know? Had somebody seen her with Stormfly? _"N-Nadder?" she spluttered eventually.

"I spoke to Inga Thorston yesterday," she explained. "According to her twins you froze up when facing the Nadder in training. Don't worry about it; practicing the moves in training is one thing, but facing down a bloodthirsty firebreathing monster is another thing altogether."

Astrid forced herself not to audibly sigh with relief.

"What are you looking at me like that for?" her mother continued, "I haven't always been this age, you know. Once upon a time, I was a young shieldmaiden too."

Astrid nodded, although the porridge in her mouth suddenly tasted like ash.

* * *

><p><em>Hiccup stood upon a narrow rock outcropping overlooking a glowing red lake of molten rock. A black shadow rushed over his head, and he turned around to see a Night Fury stall her wings and come to a stop mid-air, before gracefully settling down on to the rock.<em>

"_Night Fury," she said._

"_Er... Hello," Hiccup replied._

"_The other dragons tell me you have learned to control your fire," she began. "I'm impressed; It takes hatchlings weeks to accomplish what you managed in the space of a single day." She purred, slitted obsidian pupils widening._

_Hiccup felt a warm flush run from his nose to his tail-tip. He instinctively wanted to do anything to please this dragon. "Th-thank you," he stuttered. _

_The female fury looked down at the ground, her features adopting a sorrowful expression. "I deeply regret what was done to you," she murmured._

"_It's nothing," Hiccup said instantly - those beautiful emerald eyes shouldn't be tainted by sadness._

"_Your forgiveness is admirable," she replied, looking up at him - her eyes seemed to glow in the dim red light. "However, I insist on giving you a gift as compensation."_

"_What is it?" Hiccup asked, breathless._

"_I offer you the gift of the Night Furies' dominion," she whispered, "I offer mastery over the night airs, superiority over every creature that swims, flies or crawls beneath the moon. Find me, and I shall bequeath this to you."_

"_How do I-"_

_Hiccup blinked. The Night Fury was no longer there. In her place stood a forest-green Nadder, blood dripping from a hole blasted in her chest. _

"_The Queen uses dark magic to control dragons" she wheezed, air rattling in and out of punctured lungs. "She makes us raid to feed her."_

_Hiccup backed away in horror. Hic back legs scrabbled on the edge of the outcropping. He spun around. The lake of molten rock had become an ocean of blood; his nostrils were filled with the cloying stench of it. A leviathan stirred the crimson depths._

_**You are mine, Night Fury.**_

Hiccup woke with a start. The ground in front of him exploded in a flash of blue light. His eyes closed instinctively as dirt and pebbles rained down on him.

Heart pounding in his ears, Hiccup let out a shaking breath and slowly opened his eyes. He was still in the cove, in his hollow beneath the roots of the pine. It had just been a dream; In his panic he must have instinctively used his fire.

Groaning, Hiccup crawled out of his hiding place and took a breath of the late morning air.

He could still smell blood.

A sudden scrabbling came from the entrance to the cove. Hiccup spun around, retracting his teeth, preparing to use his fire. He prayed that it wasn't anybody he knew from the village.

Astrid burst into the cove, a shortbow held tightly in her grip, arrow knocked at the ready. "Hiccup!" She gasped, "I heard a- What happened?"

Hiccup blinked at her; he wasn't used to seeing her wielding a weapon other than her axe - although it didn't surprise him that she knew how to shoot a bow.

'I'M OKAY' he wrote in the dirt, 'I HAD AN ACCIDENT WITH MY FIRE.' He looked her up and down. 'ARE YOU HURT?' He asked, 'I SMELL BLOOD'.

Astrid looked at him in confusion for a moment. "I'm fine," she explained, "I was just hunting in the forest and... One moment."

She disappeared into the crack in the cliffs and a few seconds later emerged carrying a young doe across her shoulders. Hiccup was quietly impressed by the casual display of strength. With a huff she dropped the animal in front of him. "For you," she grunted.

Hiccup nodded in appreciation and stepped forwards, examining the deer. He spotted a small red puncture mark in the creature's neck where Astrid's arrow had struck. Hiccup breathed in the doe's scent, he could smell the animal's musk, heavy with the fear of the hunt, and the salty odour of it's blood, still warm beneath the hide.

He uneasily unsheathed his teeth; could he do it? Before, with the fish basket he'd been starving, and in the grip of instinct. Now though, could he consciously bite into and consume a whole, _warm_ carcass?

"Well, get on with it," Astrid growled.

Experimentally, Hiccup leaned down and bit into the deer's flank. His teeth easily cut through the doe's hide and warm blood filled his mouth; the taste was surprisingly pleasant. Again, his jaw and neck muscles seemed to know what to do; he tore off a strip of flesh, then tossed his head back and swallowed It in a couple of gulps.

An unconscious purr of satisfaction escaped his jaws, and he lowered his head to take another bite. It had been two days since Astrid brought him the basket of fish and his hunger had just been starting to make itself known again.

Hiccup finished the meal by cracking the doe's bones between his jaws and using his rough tongue to scrape out the marrow contained within. Dropping the last bone onto his small pile of leftovers, he turned towards where Astrid sat on a nearby rock, idly cleaning her fingernails with the point of her knife - her bow and quiver resting against the side of the stone. Her eyes widened as he approached, and she automatically switched the knife into position to strike.

Hiccup froze mid-step, realising how he must appear to her, muzzle smeared with blood and viscera. Turning tail, he quickly padded over to the lake and, clenching his teeth, dunked his head under the surface.

"So," Astrid said conversationally, coming up to stand beside him. "You can breathe fire."

Hiccup nodded, grinning. 'WATCH THIS'

Shaking off the water droplets clinging to his scales, he stepped up to the remains of the doe. He breathed in deeply, opened the source of his fire, and exhaled a jet of blue flame. A second later, he closed his jaws, leaving behind nought but a small cloud of ash.

"Huh," Astrid said, sounding somewhat underwhelmed.

Hiccup looked back at her disbelievingly - _he'd just breathed fire, for odin's sake! Couldn't she be at least a little bit impressed?_

"Is that all you can do?" She asked. "The other Night Fury's fire is explosive - more like a Gronckle's shot."

Hiccup narrowed his eyes and focused on a point on the cliff wall behind her, far above her head. He inhaled sharply, held it for a moment, then let loose a streak of blue fire. His shot flashed across the cove and detonated with a resounding _crack!_

Astrid flinched and spun around. For a moment she stared at the crater in the cliff face almost in shock. Then she turned on him, eyes flashing with azure fire. "What were you thinking!?" she hissed. "You could have hit me! Or worse, someone from the village might have heard!"

Hiccup couldn't resist. 'I'M A NIGHT FURY,' he wrote. 'I NEVER MISS.' In reality, his shot had hit a bit to the left of where he aimed, but she didn't need to know that.

Astrid sighed in exasperation.

Hiccup sat back on his haunches, watching her. She glared back at him in silence. He cleared his throat and raised a paw to write a message.

"I spent the night with the Nadder in the training ring," Astrid blurted out.

Hiccup blinked at her in shock. "What!?" he exclaimed, momentarily forgetting she couldn't understand his dragon-speech.

She let out a long exhale, running her hand through her fringe again. "In training yesterday, I threw my knife at her and slashed open her wing," she began hesitantly.

Hiccup leaned forwards, feeling his ear-flaps rising, he'd never known Astrid to be anything other than the model of absolute confidence; what on Midgard could make her _nervous_?

"That night," she continued, "All I could think about was the sound that she made when my blade hit, and what you said about the dragons being controlled. I... I crept into the ring and sewed up her wing."

'THE NADDER LET YOU?'

Astrid nodded. "I brought another basket of fish with me to feed her, she regurgitated one for me - I think it was some kind of ritual - I took a bite out of it and she suddenly trusted me. And then, later on in the storm, she sheltered me under her wing and kept me warm."

Hiccup stared at her for a long moment, then glanced at the muddy black stain on the ground where the green Nadder had lain. _So she was telling the truth, _he thought., _The dragons really are just as much victims in this war as we are. _A shudder went through him as he realised that, he was quite possibly the only free dragon left in the world. His gaze flicked to the cliffs enclosing him; no, his mind might be his own, but he was just as much a prisoner as the rest of them.

Hiccup turned his gaze back to Astrid. 'WHAT DO WE DO NOW?'

"Simple," she said with steely determination, "We end the war."

'AND HOW DO WE MANAGE THAT?' Hiccup wrote, 'JUST TELL MY DAD "I'M SORRY ABOUT YOUR WIFE, BUT WE HAVE TO STOP KILLING DRAGONS."- YOU'LL BE LUCKY TO KEEP YOUR HEAD'

"Your dad is still away on the Nest Hunt," she replied, "So we don't have to to worry about that yet."

An irrational shock of fear went through Hiccup. His dad had been going on nest hunts almost as almost as long as he could remember. All those times he'd never once doubted if his father would return - Stoick _always _came back. Now though, he knew firsthand the dangers his father faced.

"Oh gods help him," Hiccup murmured, "He has no idea what he's sailing into."

"Are you even listening to me?" Astrid asked, irritation creeping into her tone.

Hiccup blinked. He'd been so preoccupied that he'd missed whatever she'd just said. He shook his head sheepishly.

"_As I was saying:_ We need to focus on what we can do at the moment. Which means means you need to get out of this hole in the ground."

'I'VE TRIED' Hiccup wrote with a groan. 'I CAN'T FLY, AND I CAN'T CLIMB THE WALLS'

"You have the body of a dragon, Hiccup," she said matter-of-factly, "You can fly. You just need to figure out how."

Hiccup groaned inwardly. _At least the rain will have softened the ground,_ he thought.

"How can I help?" Astrid asked. When Hiccup gave her a blank stare, she explained "When I learned to fight I would practice my techniques until I thought they were perfect and then show them to my uncle; he would point out things that I'd have never seen by myself. So, how can I help?"

'I HAVE NO IDEA,' Hiccup wrote in response, 'JUST STAND BACK.'

Reluctantly he turned away from Astrid and clambered atop his boulder. He spread his wings to their fullest extent and took in a deep breath. A stiff breeze rustled the trees on the clifftops, and he felt it gently press against his wing membranes. He fixed his gaze on the cliff opposite him, and exhaled slowly. When his lungs were empty, he took in another breath and leapt.

And just like every time before it, he plummeted to the ground, landing in an ungainly tangle with by a wet squelch.

'SEE?' Hiccup wrote once he'd shaken off the worst of the mud. 'I CAN'T FLY'

"Have you tried just gliding?" Astrid asked. "You looked okay until you tried flapping your wings."

Hiccup shook his head and, grumbling to himself, scrambled back onto the boulder. He opened his wings, and locked them straight. He held that posture, focusing on keeping his wings straight and level, then jumped.

His flight lasted longer than any of his previous efforts. Meaning he managed almost a full second of level gliding before he drifted off to one side, attempted to correct his course, and promptly fell out of the sky.

Half an hour later they'd a dozen different variations of wing position and flapping and gliding, and hadn't managed any improvement over his first attempt.

"Come on Hiccup," Astrid encouraged, "if you want to get out of here, you have to keep trying."

Hiccup groaned wordlessly. His whole body ached, and he was covered in mud from nose to tail. On his last jump he'd managed to land on a rock half-buried in the ground and had cracked a cluster of scales on his chest.

Astrid sighed, finally taking pity on him. "Okay, you can have a break," she said, sitting down on a rock next to his head. "You're not going to attack me this time, right?" she asked, reaching for a pouch on her belt.

If he still could, Hiccup would have blushed furiously. He scrambled into a sitting position and shook his head emphatically.

Astrid opened the bag, and-

_Poison, Sickness, Madness, DEATH!_

Hiccup gagged and nearly brought up the deer he'd eaten earlier. His feet slipped in the mud as he scrambled to get away from the _death _that Astrid held - _what was __**that**__!?_

After putting several body-lengths between himself and Astrid, Hiccup managed to regain control of his body. He stood on all four paws, spine arched in the air and claws sunk into the loam, breathing shallowly. Whatever Astrid had in that bag _stank_, worse than old Mildew's tanning vats on the far side of the island, worse even than when he'd stumbled upon the decomposing body of a wild boar at the bottom of a ravine a few summers ago.

"Hiccup? Are you alright?" Astrid was crouched in a battle stance beside the rock she had been sat on a moment ago. The bag of _death_ sat on the ground next to the stone. It slowly dawned on her that she wasn't in any immediate danger, and she cautiously stood up. "What's the matter, Hiccup?" she asked in a concerned tone.

Hiccup hissed and jerked his head towards the bag of _death_.

"This?" Astrid asked, picking up the bag. She reached inside and pulled out a long, thin fillet of greyish-brown meat. The stench of _death_ increased. "It's smoked eel, Hiccup," she explained. "I was going to eat it for _hádegismatur_."

Hiccup narrowed his eyes, focusing on the object in her hand. Eel had never been his favourite food - only brought out when their stocks of fish and other meats had been exhausted - but he'd never had such an adverse reaction to it before.

Astrid looked at her meal for a moment, then seemingly made a decision and tossed the bag over her shoulder, where it landed and sank with a splash.

Hiccup experimentally took in a deep breath. When he didn't immediately gag, he cautiously padded towards her.

"What in Odin's name was that?" She asked.

'I HAVE NO IDEA' Hiccup wrote in reply. 'IT SMELT BAD - LIKE IT WAS ROTTEN, BUT WORSE SOMEHOW.'

"I got it out of the smokehouse myself this morning, and It definitely wasn't rotten."

A thought suddenly struck Hiccup:Why did they always have preserved eel to eat, even on years when the dragons had devoured all their other food stores? _Perhaps eels are poisonous to dragons_,_ and they all react like I just did._ He thought. He raised his claw to share his idea with Astrid, only to discover that she wasn't stood in front of him.

A sharp crack of breaking wood resounded around the cove. Hiccup spun around to see Astrid slowly spinning a large stick about the length of a good-sized _Ulfberht _blade_._ Seemingly satisfied with it, she tightened her grip, and turned back towards him. "Well, if you can't fly, and won't let me eat in peace," she said, "we may as well try and do something useful."

She paused about twice the branch's length away, and leveled it at him. "Attack me."

Hiccup blinked. _Surely he hadn't heard that right?_

"Attack me," she repeated. When he remained stationary, she sighed and rolled her eyes. "Look Hiccup, I know you don't want to hurt anyone, but if someone from the village, or worse, another dragon finds this place, you need to be able to defend yourself. At the moment, if you fight as well as you fly, you won't last a minute against someone who knows what they're doing. Now, _Attack me!_"

Hiccup cringed inwardly; he had a feeling Astrid wouldn't give up on this until she got what she wanted. "Fine," he said and half-heartedly swung a paw at her.

She almost casually stepped inside his swing and thrust her improvised sword at his chest. Despite his scales and the primitive nature of the weapon, the blow _hurt_. "Dead," she pronounced coldly.

Hiccup sighed and sat back on his haunches.

Astrid looked up and met his gaze. "I'm putting a lot on the line to help you," she said. "I _stole_ from the village for Odin's sake! I don't want it to all be for nothing when you get yourself killed. So please, take this seriously." She paused, then continued in a softer tone. "I don't want you to die Hiccup, and this is the only way I know to help."

_Woah._ That brought Hiccup up short. _When had she started caring about what happened to him? _

_Probably about the time you turned into a Night Fury_.

Hiccup pushed that thought away. She was right; as much as he tried to avoid thinking about what would happen if the Berkians discovered him, he didn't want to die on the end of some Viking's blade, and Astrid was offering him a way to protect himself.

He shuffled his feet, then, without warning, lunged forwards, aiming to grab the stick between his jaws. Astrid calmly sidestepped and brought her 'sword' down on the back of his neck in an overhand blow.

"Dead," she repeated. "I saw you shift your stance before you attacked; don't give your opponent time to react."

Trying not to show what he was doing, Hiccup glanced at Astrid out the corner of his eye. She was standing just in front and to the right of him; easily within striking distance. He swung at her legs with his right forepaw. Astrid hopped backwards, avoiding the blow. Before he could recover, she darted around him and stabbed at his exposed side.

"Dead."

Hiccup backed up a couple of paces and stared her down for a couple heartbeats. Letting out what he hoped was an intimidating roar, he charged her. She sidestepped again, and scraped her stick down his flank as he passed.

"Dead."

Hiccup let out a short growl of frustration. _All this is teaching me is that I'm just as useless in a fight now as I was before._

"Even the strongest warrior can be defeated if her opponent out-thinks her," Astrid said. "You brought down a _Night Fury_, Hiccup; you can fight smarter than this."

'YOU SAID YOU WANTED ME TO DEFEND MYSELF' Hiccup wrote. 'SO WHY AM I ATTACKING YOU?'

"I could try and teach you to block and dodge," she began, "but that's only prolonging a fight, and in an extended battle, experience always wins. If you get into a fight, your best chance of staying alive is to end it quickly."

Hiccup nodded; as much as he found the thought of hurting one of the villagers distasteful, he couldn't fault her logic. Astrid returned the gesture and raised her stick.

Rather than rushing straight into an attack, Hiccup hung back and studied her. Astrid moved around to the right and he sidestepped left, circling. _How should he attack?_ She would expect him to make another straightforward attack; perhaps he could use that to his advantage.

Hiccup bounded forwards two paces and swung his left forepaw at her head. When Astrid made to duck under his blow, he swiped at her legs with his other paw. She saw the second strike coming at the last moment and quickly stepped back. Hiccup's paws hit the ground with a thump and he quickly scrambled back to avoid a counterattack.

"Better," she said, a smile tugging at the corners of her mouth. She raised her weapon and they returned to sizing each other up. He started to consider his next move when she suddenly let out a furious battle cry and charged.

Hiccup froze in shock. A moment later her stick struck him squarely on top of his head and his legs went out from under him.

"Dead."

Hiccup looked up at her, blinking the stars out of his eyes. "What the Hel was that for?" He growled.

"In a real fight, a warrior isn't just going to stand there and wait for you to hit them," she replied calmly.

An idea occurred to Hiccup and he acted on it without thinking. Spinning around, he whipped his tail at her. He heard Astrid move, and his tail whistled through empty air. Undeterred, he followed through his motion and leapt at her. She sidestepped his jump, but before she could stab at his flank again he dropped his legs and rolled away.

"Now that's more like it," Astrid whispered.

Just as he had adapted to walking on four legs, Hiccup found that their mock fights went better if he didn't concentrate too hard on the motion of his limbs; his muscles seemed to know what to do.

As the minutes ticked by, and their bouts stretched out from short exchanges of blows to contests that lasted up to several minutes, Hiccup surprisingly began to enjoy himself. Boredom had been his only companion for most of his time in the cove, and once he found that he could trust his body to move as he directed, he devoted his mind to coming up with new ways to attack. He relished the challenge of thinking on his feet and trying to surprise Astrid.

However, with his newfound enjoyment eventually came frustration as his innate - albeit long-buried - competitiveness arose: Despite his best efforts, their duels invariably ended in his 'death'.

With a growl, he reared up on his hind legs to slash at Astrid when she suddenly darted forwards and stabbed at his underbelly. "Dead," she panted.

Hiccup wobbled, unbalanced and she quickly stepped out of the way before he crashed back down on top of her.

Astrid glanced up at the sky before she raised her stick again. "Last time," she announced.

Hiccup narrowed his eyes as they began to circle. An idea struck him. It was a dirty trick, but it might just work, and his pride demanded that he best her at least once.

Astrid began to raise her weapon, drawing in breath for a battle cry.

_Now or never._

Hiccup sharply inhaled and spat a small fireball at the ground before her. Astrid gasped, stumbled back, and he leapt. His jump carried him through the cloud of dirt thrown up by his shot. He struck Astrid square-on; his momentum carrying them to the ground.

"Dead," he growled softly.

"Let's... call this one a draw," Astrid gasped.

Hiccup felt something sharp press into his armpit. He looked down. Her belt-knife had somehow found it's way into her grip, and she was holding it against the delicate skin underneath his right foreleg.

Hiccup let out a breath and awkwardly let her up.

"In a real fight, you wouldn't have caught me off guard with the fire like that," she grumbled as she tried in vain to brush the mud from her clothes.

Hiccup only half-heard her; his mind still reeling from the fact that he'd beaten _Astrid_ in a fight.

He barely paid her any attention as she retrieved her weapons and bade him farewell - promising to return as soon as she could.

Hiccup stood there for a while after she left, replaying the events of the last hour or so in his mind. Yes, he'd taken her by surprise with his fire, and it probably wouldn't work again, but even before then, he'd been holding his own_ - _He'd even _enjoyed _it! An ugly question began to circle in his head, accompanying the memories:

_If he somehow eventually found a way back to being human, would he even recognise the person he'd become?_

* * *

><p><em>Icelandic:<br>djöfla - demons  
>hádegismatur - lunch<em>

_Ulfberht - An inscription commonly found on sword blades of the Viking period, a trademark of sorts._
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	8. Chapter 7: Faith

**Chapter 7: Faith**

"Astrid?"

The elder Hofferson child groaned wordlessly. It felt like barely an instant had passed since she'd finally closed her eyes to rest; it couldn't be time to get up again.

"Sis?"

Astrid wrenched her eyes open. Bright sunlight shone through the crack in her shutters, illuminating her younger brother's face as he stood in her doorway.

"Orvar," she murmured, "What time is it?"

"About two hours after dawn," he replied, "Mother said that you need to get up _now_, or you'll be late for training."

Astrid was suddenly, instantly awake, a dark sense of foreboding settling on her chest. _Dragon training._ Ruffnut had intercepted her shortly after she'd returned from Hiccup's cove, and had cheerfully informed her that they were facing the Hideous Zippleback in the ring today.

"Astrid!" A muffled female voice rose through the floorboards.

"I'm up!" she shouted downstairs, before turning to her younger sibling. "Go on," she told him, "I'll be down in a minute."

As soon as her brother left the room, she kicked off the covers and rolled out of bed. Mechanically, she went through the motions of dressing and putting on her armour - making sure to secure the leather-wrapped package she'd prepared the previous night to her belt, Finally, she grabbed her axe and headed downstairs, where her mother slopped a ladle of lukewarm porridge into a bowl.

Astrid yawned, then began quickly shovelling her breakfast into her mouth. She'd been lying awake half the night wrestling with her problems; both the immediate one of dealing with the Zippleback now that she knew it was an innocent, intelligent creature, and the more long-term problems of how to keep Hiccup and Stormfly alive without drawing suspicion.

She was pushing herself hard, and she knew it: with the dragon raid two nights ago, and her missions to help Hiccup and Stormfly, it felt like _weeks_ since she'd gotten a proper night's sleep. However, she had no other option: she _couldn't _allow Hiccup to die, and she owed her life to Stormfly; she _couldn't_ allow harm to come to the Nadder either.

She was the last to arrive at the ring. As she jogged the final few steps towards the entrance, she noticed that the water cart they used for fighting fires during dragon raids was stood beside the gates. _What's that doing here?_

"Now that we're finally all here," Gobber began, with a pointed look at her. "Everybody put down your weapons, and pick up a bucket."

Nobody moved. Astrid forced herself not to breathe an audible sigh of relief.

"P-Put down our weapons?" Fishlegs stammered.

"You heard me," the old smith bellowed, "Now get moving!"

Fishlegs jumped in surprise, and quickly scrambled to pick up a bucket and fill it from the cart. Grumbling to themselves, the rest of the group followed suit, and they all filed into the arena.

The portcullis slammed closed behind them. The others muttered under their breath and shifted uncomfortably as Gobber approached the Zippleback's cage. He pulled the release, and the doors slammed open, spilling out a cloud of pale green smoke that began to quickly fill the arena.

"Today's lesson is about teamwork," Gobber began.

Astrid looked over and met Ruffnut's eyes. She nodded briefly and moved to put her back to Astrid's.

"A wet dragon head can't light it's fire," Gobber continued. The smoke billowed around them, rapidly obscuring the boys where they'd stood a few paces away. It smelt faintly of rotten eggs. "The Hideous Zippleback is _extra_ tricky. One head _breathes_ gas, the other head _lights_ it. Your job is to know which is which."

Astrid glanced around, feeling a prickle of nervousness in her gut. The smoke had effectively blinded them. Something moved in the corner of her eye, and she snapped her head around, only to be faced with formless, swirling clouds of vapour.

"Stay close," she whispered to Ruff.

"Razor sharp, serrated teeth that inject venom for pre-digestion," Fishlegs rambled nervously, his voice sounding strangely distant through the smoke. " Prefers ambush attack, by crushing its victims-"

"Would you please _shut up!_" Tuffnut snapped.

"If that dragon shows either of its faces," Snotlout put in, "I'm going to- There!"

A shadow moved through the smoke. Astrid and Ruffnut span to face it as one.

A bucket load of cold water splashed in their faces.

"It's us! _Idiots!"_ Astrid hissed.

"Your butts must be getting bigger," Tuffnut shot back, "We thought you were a dragon."

Astrid felt her friend bristle beside her. "Ruffnut, don-."

Too late. With a growl Ruffnut threw her bucket at her brother, then raced after it. Tuffnut fled, and the two disappeared into the fog.

Astrid turned to Snotlout. "Don't worry babe," he drawled confidently, "I've got this."

Before she could respond, a sharp cry of surprise from Fishlegs echoed off the arena walls, followed by a scream of pain. Snotlout's face blanched.

Astrid took a step in the direction the sound had come from, then looked over her shoulder. Snotlout hadn't moved.

"_Snotlout!" _She hissed. _"Come on!"_

He blinked at her words, but made no attempt to follow her.

A monstrous shadow moved at the edge of her vision, followed by a soft whimpering of terror. She glanced back; Snotlout was still frozen in place. Silently cursing the moment he chose to run out of bravado, she turned her back on him and stalked into the smoke.

Within a couple steps, Snotlout had vanished behind her, leaving her alone in the fog. A few paces later, she began to make out the shadows of the roof-chains above her. _The smoke's thinning out,_ she realised.

No sooner had that thought crossed her mind, she heard a furious hissing, and span to see a pair of serpentine heads converging on her. Almost before she'd consciously processed what she saw, her arms moved, tossing her load of water at the nearest head.

The Zippleback jerked in shock at the water. The head she'd targeted reared back and breathed a jet of thick, green gas at her. _Wrong head._

Astrid threw the now empty bucket at the dragon, and staggered backwards, coughing as she breathed in the noxious green cloud. She desperately fanned her hands before her face, trying to create some clean air to fill her burning lungs.

Through tear-filled eyes, she watched as the Zippleback's second head descended upon her. With one snap of its jaws it would create a shower of sparks and ignite it's deadly vapour. They wouldn't need a barrow to bury what was left of her.

Astrid met the dragon's bulging, terror-filled eyes as it's head lowered into the smoke. She reached down and found the drawstring of the pouch on her belt.

The dragon's jaws opened.

Astrid closed her eyes and pulled.

The Zippleback's claws scrabbled frantically on the arena floor.

She opened her eyes to see the dragon cringing away from her, almost tripping over itself in its haste to retreat. It beat its wings in terror, quickly dissipating the smoke around her.

Astrid let out her breath; the eel she'd concealed in the pouch at her waist had worked. _Thank you, Hiccup_ she thought.

One of the dragon's flailing wings swung towards her and she ducked at the last moment, cursing. _Focus,_ she told herself,_ the eel trick may have worked, but someone could still get hurt. _

She stepped forwards and snatched up a length of wood from her bucket, which had shattered under one of the Zippleback's feet. Holding the broken plank before her like a weapon, she began to herd the dragon backwards towards its cage. It was all too eager to avoid her - or at least the eel she carried - and a few tense seconds later she'd managed to back it into it's alcove in the arena wall.

Quickly untying the pouch from her belt, she tossed the eel in after the dragon, and while it was distracted, threw her weight against one of the huge iron doors that secured the cage. She heard a screech of metal beside her, and looked over to see Gobber pushing at the second door, scowling with effort.

The doors slammed closed and locked with a metallic _clang._ Astrid rested her back against them, breathing heavily. Gradually the rest of the group converged on her and Gobber; the twins approaching in silence from one direction, bearing chagrined expressions, while Fishlegs limped in from the other side, leaning heavily on Snoutlout. He favoured his right leg, which was stained crimson from the knee down.

"You're lucky," Gobber growled in the direction of the latter pair. "I cut out the Zippleback's venom sacs before putting it into training."

Astrid tried not to wince visibly; the operation must have been unimaginably painful for the dragon.

"Now go get your sorry asses to Gothi's!" he bellowed, then turned on the twins. "I hope that this was a lesson to you two about the importance of always, _always_ watching your shield-mate's back."

He paused for a moment, letting out a long breath through his teeth. Finally, he nodded to her. "Good job, Astrid. Now, if you'll excuse me, I have a village to run."

With that, he turned away and hobbled swiftly out of the arena.

It turned out that Fishlegs' wound looked worse than it actually was; by evening he was released to join the training group as they congregated in the great hall.

"Zipplebacks rely on their fire or poison to kill their victims," he explained, "Without venom, their bite is only a few small puncture wounds. Gothi says it might not even scar."

"Pity," Ruffnut commented, "I like a man with scars."

Fishlegs suddenly turned pink. "Oh... I... Uh..." he stammered.

Tuffnut mimed a retching motion. "Anyway," he said a little too loudly, turning towards Astrid. "You have to show me the move you used in the arena, I've never seen a dragon act like that before!"

"Yeah," Snotlout commented, "That was so _you_, Astrid."

She sensed the eyes of the group focus on her, and felt a momentary stab of panic

"I..." she nervously brushed at her fringe. "I was just sort of reacting in the moment, I don't know if I could do it again."

"Oh..." Tuffnut sounded disappointed.

"Hear that?" Snotlout said, "She's a natural. Just like me."

"No you're not!"

"Yes I am! I could have beaten that dragon, she just did it first.

Astrid looked away, tuning out the boys as they began to bicker. Inevitably her thoughts drifted to the two dragons in her care. She was confident enough in her hunting ability that she could provide for Hiccup. However, that still left Stormfly; she couldn't sneak into the ring in the dead of night whenever she needed to see the dragon - it would only be a matter of time before she slipped up and somebody noticed her.

As she wrestled with the dilemma, her gaze wandered aimlessly about the room, eventually settling on Gobber. The Smith was sat alone at the chief's high table, staring into the bottom of a tankard.

Suddenly, it hit her: The dragons in the ring may be treated abysmally, but they didn't starve to death, which meant _somebody_ already had regular access to them. Excusing herself, she made her way up to the chief's dais.

"Sir?" Gobber looked up from his drink. Astrid could see dark circles beneath his eyes - running the village in Stoick's absence was clearly wearing on him.

"Do you want something Astrid?"

"I was wondering," she began, "The dragons in the ring - the ones we use for training - aren't dying of hunger so-"

"Aye," Gobber cut in, "I feed them. There's slots in the cage doors; I usually take leftovers from the kitchens down for them twice a week." His eyes went distant. "Although I haven't had time to recently..."

"I could do that for you," she offered, trying to sound innocently helpful.

Gobber eyed her suspiciously.

"I don't have to let the dragons out of their cages," she continued. "So I won't be in any danger. And you've seen that I can handle myself if something goes wrong."

Gobber hesitated, deliberating. Astrid silently urged him to agree.

"Go on then," the smith said with a great expulsion of breath. "It's your funeral. Speak to Dagmar in the kitchens sometime tomorrow, and tell her I sent you, she'll get you what you need."

"Thank you sir," Astrid said, nodding to him respectfully. As she left the high table, her steps felt lighter than they had since she first followed Hiccup into the woods. She might not have any idea how she was going to free Stormfly from the arena, or get Hiccup turned back into a human, but at least she no longer felt like she was struggling to keep her head above water.

* * *

><p>Astrid awoke the next morning faced with a novel conundrum: The next bout of dragon training wouldn't be for a couple of days, and she wasn't going to feed the training dragons - and see Stormfly again - until that evening. She didn't have any duties at home or in the village; so, she was faced with the rare prospect of a day to spend however she pleased.<p>

As she went about her morning routine, she'd thought about what to do with herself. Before, she would have spent any free moment that she had training with her axe. Now though, imagining herself inflicting deathblow after deathblow on dragons of every size and shape held no appeal for her. Nor was there any other reason for practicing with her weapon; with a common enemy in the dragons, the last Viking raid in the Archipelago had been years before she was born.

Eventually she'd settled upon spending the day on a hunting expedition into the woods. Even though she had fed Hiccup just the day before, she reasoned that by providing food, she was still helping the village, and that if she brought some kills back, nobody would question her actions when she was hunting for the heir-turned-Night-Fury.

She paused and adjusted the bow slung across her back, trying in vain to stop the stiff bowstring from rubbing uncomfortably at her breasts as she walked. The weapon had never been her favourite - she prefered to deal with her opponents up close, or to use a thrown knife or hatchet if she couldn't close range. Of course, she'd still drilled with the bow until she was at least a competent markswoman - one couldn't hunt deer with a battleaxe, after all.

Astrid sighed irritably, glaring at the narrow, winding game trail beneath her feet. She'd been wandering the forest all morning, and the only sign of life that she'd seen were a set of faded day-old deer tracks. Looking around, she realised that her route had brought her close to Hiccup's cove. Almost before she'd consciously decided to, she found her legs carrying her off the trail and towards the hidden entrance.

When she entered the cove, Hiccup was lying on a rock in the late autumn sunlight, his eyes closed. He yawned as she called his name, then rose to his paws and stretched, arching his back in a distinctly feline motion.

He hopped down from the rock, and padded over to her.

'HI ASTRID' he wrote.

"Hi Hiccup," she returned, feeling suddenly uncomfortable.

'TO WHAT DO I OWE THE PLEASURE?'

"I..." Astrid hesitated - _why was she here? _- "I didn't have anything else to do today, so I thought you might appreciate some company." She looked up at the rock he'd lain on, "Although it seems like you've found a way to pass the time."

Hiccup looked down at his paws and made several soft, mumbling sounds.

"What is it, Hiccup?" she prompted.

'I THINK I'M NOCTURNAL' he wrote eventually.

Her confusion obviously showed on her face, as he began to write an explanation before she could form a question.

'I THINK ALL NIGHT FURIES ARE - BRIGHT SUNLIGHT MAKES ME SLEEPY, AND THEN I WAKE UP WHEN IT GETS DARK'

"That makes sense," Astrid realised, "Dragon raids always happen at night, and your scales would make you invisible against a dark sky."

'ALMOST INVISIBLE,' Hiccup corrected, 'I HIT ONE, REMEMBER?'

"Yes you did," Astrid agreed. "Although, going to confront it on your own with just your belt-knife wasn't the best idea, even by your standards."

Hiccup's pupils narrowed, and a barely audible growl rumbled in his throat - she wondered if he was even conscious of it.

'WHAT ELSE WAS I GOING TO DO?' he wrote. 'I TRIED TO TELL EVERYONE.'

Astrid suddenly felt terrible. He _had_ tried to tell them, although, of course, none of them had believed that _him_, the weakling, the _hiccup_, had actually brought down the Night Fury. Gods, even _she _hadn't really believed his claims when she'd tailed him that morning. _If only we'd listened_, she thought,_ then this whole mess might not have happened._

"Hiccup, I'm sorry, I..." What could she possibly say? She was as guilty for shunning him as the rest of the village.

'I KNOW. BUT YOU BELIEVED ME WHEN IT MATTERED. THANK YOU.'

Astrid blinked several times - her eyes suddenly watering. How could it be that simple? She'd conspired to cut him off from almost all social contact with his generation, and made his life about as miserable as a free man's could be; and because of one action made on a hunch, all those years were forgotten? How could he be that forgiving?

_He was forgiving enough to let that Night Fury go just because it looked scared,_ she thought. _What makes you special?_

Astrid stared at him, realising that beneath the scales, behind those reptilian eyes, she knew next to nothing about the mind of the boy she'd supposedly grown up with.

"What was it like?" she asked softly, "I mean, we - I - treated you pretty terribly, how did you...?"

Hiccup twitched his wings in a draconic shrug. 'I GOT USED TO IT. I JUST TRIED TO MAKE THE BEST OF WHAT I'D BEEN GIVEN IN LIFE.'

"All those years, all those schemes..." she breathed. "Why didn't you just give up?"

'I'M THE CHIEF'S SON - STOICK'S REPUTATION WOULD'VE NEVER RECOVERED IF I BECAME A SIMPLE FARMER OR SMITH.' He hesitated, shuffling his paws in the dirt. 'AND I HOPED THAT ONE DAY HE'D LOOK AT ME LIKE HE LOOKED AT YOU - WITHOUT THAT DISAPPOINTED SCOWL ON HIS FACE'

Years-old words of her own father echoed in her mind. _"You were born a girl, and a Hofferson," _Balder had said. _"That means you need to work doubly hard for them to see past your name and body, and see your skills. You can't change that; you can either give up, or you can train."_

"I..." she began haltingly, "I think I know how you felt."

Hiccup's head-frills twitched, but he didn't write anything.

"You know about what happened to my uncle?" Hiccup nodded. "Well, after he ... left, the Hofferson family name was muck. It's too late for my father, so it's my responsibility to win back our honour. That's why I spent almost every spare moment practicing for Dragon Training. It was only thanks to my mother - and my father's fishing voyages - that I got to have any time with our friends."

'WOW, ASTRID. I NEVER KNEW THAT.'

"Well, it was a matter of family shame, we didn't exactly shout it out in the village square." She thought about his last confrontation with the cheif - minutes before his fateful trip into the woods - "Unlike you and Stoick."

Hiccup snorted. 'HE'S A VIKING CHIEF - SUBTLETY ISN'T IN HIS VOCABULARY.'

Over the next few hours, through her hesitant, stumbling sentences, and his painstakingly scratched lines of runes, they shared the experiences of their respective childhoods. In that relatively short time, Astrid learned more about the Haddock heir than she had in a lifetime in Berk. They had been the best and worst Vikings of their generation - seemingly the antithesis of each other - and yet they had more in common than she could have possibly realised: They had both struggled under the weight of familial expectation, and had both been denied social contact with others of their generation as a result.

Astrid left the cove at sunset feeling strangely both heavier and lighter than she had when she entered; lighter, for having shared her struggles with her family's shame, but also heavier, for having heard what she and the rest of the village had unknowingly done to Hiccup.

The end result was that she was even more determined to find a way to bring Hiccup back home. She'd never told another soul why she'd devoted her childhood to becoming the best dragon-slayer she could, even Ruffnut - with whom she shared a bond of female comradeship as the only other girl of her age in the village.

Before, she'd wanted to return Hiccup home out of concern for Stoick; now she wanted to bring him back for _his _sake.

* * *

><p>The sun was setting, making the clouds above her glow brilliant orange, when Astrid returned to the training ring. Thankfully, Berk was far enough south that they never lost the sun completely, however the shortening days told her that winter and the scant few hours of daylight it allowed them would soon arrive.<p>

Setting down the two heavy containers of scraps she'd carried from the mead hall, she cranked open the portcullis and stepped into the ring. Her eyes were immediately drawn to Stormfly's cage. _No, _ she told herself, _See to the other dragons first, then her._

She eyed the two containers of food she'd been given. Hiccup and Stormfly had both devoured similarly-sized baskets of whole fish in a single meal; the scraps she had would be barely more than a snack for the five dragons.

_Well, it's better than nothing, _she thought, carrying the first basket towards the Gronckle's cage. She located the slot in the door that Gobber had described, and wrenched it open with a screech of metal. Immediately she heard a growl from within the alcove and something heavy rammed into the doors. She flinched and jumped back.

Heart pounding in her ears, she quickly shoveled about a third of the 'food' - an unpleasant mixture of offal and half-eaten leftovers - through the slot, and slammed it shut, trying to ignore the soft squelching sounds as the dragon consumed it's meal. Taking a deep breath, she moved onto the next cage and repeated the process.

However, when she reached the penultimate cage - the Zippleback's - something strange happened. There was no movement from within when she opened the feeding slot. Even after she deposited the food and closed the hatch, no sound came from within. Shrugging to herself, Astrid was about to turn away when she suddenly remembered the eel that she'd thrown into the cage the day before. She didn't know why dragons found the creatures so repulsive, but being trapped in a confined space with one was probably torture for the Zippleback.

Glancing around furtively, Astrid quickly heaved downwards on the lever that opened the massive doors. Sure enough, the eel was still there, lying on the stone floor, near the centre of the alcove.

The Zippleback fixed her with a wide-eyed stare and hissed agitatedly as she approached. It cringed away from her, cramming its bulk even tighter into the far corner of the cell. Edging closer, Astrid noticed that the floor and walls around the dragon were covered with fresh scratch marks.

"I'm sorry," Astrid murmured to the dragon, "but I had to find a way to subdue you without hurting you."

The dragon didn't respond, so she crept forwards and bent to pick up the eel. "I'll get rid of this now."

The Zippleback watched her warily as she slowly stood and backed out of the cage. As soon as the doors slammed shut, she heard it lurch forwards and inhale its pile of scraps. Astrid looked at the eel in her hand for a moment, then quickly threw it into the empty food basket, wiping her slimy fingers on her leggings.

At last she could turn to her real reason for being in the ring. Despite herself, she felt her heart fluttering with nervous anticipation as she approached the Deadly Nadder's cell. She found herself hesitating as she rested her hands on the release lever - Yes, Stormfly had saved her life, but perhaps the Nadder was simply repaying her debt for repairing her wing, she had no way of knowing if the dragon would be friendly upon seeing her again. _You keep telling yourself you're trying to help her, _part of her whispered, _but you're still her jailer._

She pushed down on the lever, then took a deep breath and stepped into the mouth of the cage. "Hey Stormfly," she began, still not quite used to talking to a dragon. "It's-"

She never finished that sentence, as with a sudden squawk, the Nadder rushed out of the alcove and butted her in the chest - hard enough to wind her - and began to nuzzle her fiercely.

"Hey girl," Astrid wheezed, raising a hand to rest on the dragon's neck. "I'm happy to see you too."

Stormfly cooed and gradually slowed her motions, bringing her wings forwards to encircle the two of them. Astrid gently patted and stroked the Nadder's head, wondering at her sudden display of affection. Eventually, it dawned on her: she was probably the first creature to show kindness to Stormfly after gods only know how long in captivity - anyone was bound to be a little over-emotional after that.

"Don't worry girl," she whispered to the dragon, "I'm not going anywhere."

Stormfly crooned affectionately, and held her close for several seconds, before at last folding her wings and slowly pulling away. The evening air felt suddenly cold on Astrid's exposed arms.

"Hey girl," Astrid began, dragging over the remaining food container. "I brought you something to eat."

She set the container down in front of the dragon and Stormfly lowered her head towards it. She sniffed at the contents, then snorted in disgust and looked up at her.

"I know," she said apologetically. "But it's all they'd give me, and I can't always steal food for you."

Stormfly grunted and stuck her head into the basket, and in a few seconds her meagre ration was gone.

Astrid stepped around towards the Nadder's injured wing. Stormfly raised her head from the basket, and followed her with her gaze, but otherwise allowed her to approach. "Can I take a look?" she asked, cautiously extending a hand.

Stormfly chirped and extended her wing to its fullest extent. Astrid leaned in close, examining the wound. "Huh, you healed quicker than I thought," she observed out loud. Where there had been a bleeding rent in Stormfly's wing membrane a couple days ago, there was now only a slight ridge of pale scar tissue, criss-crossed by the dark threads she'd used to close it.

"It looks like the the stitches can come out now," she told the dragon. Cautiously she reached for the hilt of her belt-knife - the very same knife that had sliced through the wing membrane now held inches from her face. "Don't move," she instructed, "I'll try to make this as quick as possible."

Not quite believing what she was about to do, she drew the knife and raised it to the wing. Stormfly grunted softly and shifted slightly - locking her wing straight, but otherwise didn't react to the blade held less than an inch from the most vulnerable part of her body.

For a moment, Astrid marveled at the trust Stormfly was giving her, then she gritted her teeth and focused on her task. She gently slipped the point of the knife underneath one of the threads, then with a swift jerk, sliced through the cord. Letting a soft sigh of relief, she moved the knife lower down the wound and repeated the process. It took several tense minutes for Astrid to cut each of the stitches, then carefully pull each length of severed thread from the membrane. When she'd finished, a small trickle of blood ran down Stormfly's wing from the puncture wounds left behind by the thread, but it was already drying up. Aside from that, the Nadder's wing was whole again.

Stormfly swung her head round and nosed at her scar, then shuffled backwards and gave her wings a few experimental flaps. Letting out a satisfied hum, she began to fold her wings. Halfway through the motion, she froze, fixating on a point behind Astrid.

"Stormfly, what-" Horrible realisation struck her.

She spun around.

The portcullis over the entrance was still latched wide open.

Stormfly bolted. She crossed the arena floor faster than Astrid at a full sprint.

This was it. All her carefully made plans would come to nothing.

"_Stormfly, wait!_" she cried in pure desperation.

The Nadder's claws skidded on the ground as she came to a stop just before the gates. She turned her head back towards Astrid, blinking,

Breathless, Astrid caught up to her and positioned herself between the dragon and the exit - not that she could stop the Nadder if she decided to leave anyway.

"I'm sorry Stormfly," she began breathlessly, "You can't leave, not now." Panic was surging in her chest, and she suddenly found herself holding back tears. "I promise I'll get you out of here someday, but _please _listen to me."

Stormfly blinked slowly, and tilted her head in silent question.

"_Thankyou_, Thank you." She took several deep breaths, trying to reign in her emotions and organise her thoughts. "There's another dragon that's depending on me." Stormfly twitched slightly in surprise. "He's a Night Fury, he used to be our chief's son, but another Night Fury transformed into one somehow. Now, he can't fly or hunt, and he's relying on me to bring food to him." Stormfly's only movement was the gentle expansion and contraction of her chest as she breathed. "If I let you go now, they - the others from the village - will know that I set you free, and they'll lock me up - or worse - and I won't be able to bring food to Hiccup, and he'll starve."

Astrid fell silent. Hoping that her jumbled, run-on explanation was good enough. She might have healed Stormfly's wing, but she was asking the Nadder to give up her freedom for the sake of a dragon she'd never met.

She counted the moments on her rapidly beating heart. She knew that Stormfly understood her words somewhat, but could she comprehend complex ideas like the relationship between her and Hiccup's survival?

Her answer came in the form of a soft croon, and a snort of hot breath on her face. Astrid stared at the dragon's head, inches away from her own, dumbfounded.

"You understood me?" she asked, disbelieving.

Stormfly chirped.

"And you're willing to stay? For Hiccup?"

The dragon chirped again.

"Thank you," Astrid breathed.

Stormfly hummed softly, and lowered her head slightly. Astrid knew what she wanted. Raising her left hand, she rested it on the dragon's muzzle, as she had when they'd first trusted each other two days ago. The Nadder hummed louder and pushed back into her palm.

Stormfly held the contact for a long moment, then pulled back and slowly stepped around her, out of the ring.

Astrid trailed after the Nadder, curious, but not overly worried.

At the top of the ramp, Stormfly stopped and stretched up to her full height, spreading her wings wide. Her eyes closed, and a purr of contentment came from the birdlike dragon. Astrid smiled, after being in captivity for so long, she wouldn't begrudge her a taste of fresh air. Her gaze slid past the dragon to the horizon, where the last, almost crimson sliver of the sun was slipping beneath the waves. After the tumultuous emotions of the last few minutes, the combination of the natural display and cool breeze was soothing.

A chirp from Stormfly, brought her attention back to the Nadder beside her. Stormfly was crouched low, gazing at her intently. She chirped again, jerking her head backwards, almost in a beckoning motion.

Astrid wondered what Stormfly was trying to tell her, the dragon's posture was so low that the peak of her back was about the height of Astrid's hips, if she'd wanted to she could-

_No way._

_She couldn't really-_

Stormfly made the beckoning motion again.

She stared at the Nadder incredulously. "You want me to _ride_ you!?"

Stormfly chirped affirmatively and shuffled her hindquarters in excitement.

Conflicting thoughts span through Astrid's head. At some point in their lives every Viking on the archipelago - even her - had looked up at the dragons and dreamed of what it must be like to take to the skies and soar amongst the clouds; how many times did one get the chance to actually realise that dream? _No, _part of her refused; helping an innocent victim of war was one thing, but to actually get onto the creature's back...

Stormfly trilled encouragingly.

Astrid grit her teeth and pushed aside her reservations. Stormfly had trusted her when she had to right to it, it was time that she showed some faith in return.

Taking a deep breath, she placed her hands on Stormfly's back, and with a soft grunt, swung her leg over the Nadder.

_I'm okay,_ Astrid told herself as she settled into position. _Just sitting on the back of a-_

"Woah!"

Stormfly lurched beneath her, and Astrid fell forwards, thrusting out her hands to avoid spearing herself on the spines sticking out the back of Stormfly's head.

Heart pounding in her chest, she slowly sat up. The ground suddenly looked a lot further away; Stormfly had stood up. The Nadder turned her head sideways and looked back at her, warbling questioningly.

Astrid shuffled forwards, so her legs rested comfortably between the Nadder's hips and wing-shoulders. Stormfly's muscles flexed beneath her as the dragon slowly spread her wings. Distantly, Astrid remembered riding a horse at a _þing _several years ago; being on dragonback was strangely similar. She exhaled slowly. "This isn't so bad..."

Stormfly suddenly crouched again, and Astrid felt the muscles beneath her tense. She had the presence of mind to tighten her legs around Stormfly's ribs, before the dragon launched into the air.

Astrid cried out in terror. Her legs clamped painfully tight around Stormfly, and she was blinded by a sudden ferocious wind. A split-second later - as their upwards velocity began to wane - she felt the muscles beneath her surge and they shot forwards, gaining height and speed. For a heart-stopping moment she felt them begin to slow and fall back. Then the wings drove again.

Minutes and seconds ceased to have meaning for Astrid as she clung to Stormfly, eyes screwed tightly shut. Her existence was defined by breath-stealing acceleration as the Nadder flapped, then a terrifying lull, before the cycle repeated._ Oh great Odin_, she prayed, _I'm sorry, just please don't let me die here_.

Then, as abruptly as their ascent had begun, it ceased.

The wind in her face dropped to a steady breeze, and the muscles beneath her stilled, flapping once every few seconds.

Gradually, Astrid unwrapped her cramped arms from around Stormfly's neck and sat up, looking around at her surroundings.

She immediately forgot the discomfort in her limbs.

Stormfly hung in the air, suspended on two great sails of blue patterned skin. Off her right wing was a massive bulbous structure, glowing peach in the setting sun. It took Astrid a moment to realise that it was a _cloud_. Feeling dwarfed, she craned her neck backwards, trying to see the top; from the ground she'd never realised that clouds were so damn _huge_.

She turned to look out to sea, over Stormfly's left shoulder. She had been watching the last minutes of the sunset before she got onto the dragon's back, yet somehow, impossibly, the sun was _still_ setting. Stormfly's wings stilled, and they glided smoothly as Astrid watched the sun slip below the horizon in silent awe.

As twilight began to descend, Stormfly looked back at her, humming in contentment. Astrid leaned forwards and patted her on the neck, "Thank you, Stormfly," she breathed. "This is... _amazing_."

Stormfly trilled happily and banked into a slight turn. Astrid's heart leapt into her throat for a moment, but the motion proved gentle enough that she wasn't in any danger of falling off.

Astrid gasped as their turn brought the island into view, and she looked down on her village. From a dragon's-eye view, her home looked pitifully small, and beyond that, _fragile_ - was that small patch of cultivated land, surrounding a cluster of wooden buildings _it?_

She suddenly remembered the bright sky at their backs, and nudged Stormfly's head away from her home. "We'd better stay away from the village," she responded to the Nadder's querying grunt. "We don't want to be seen by a watchman."

Stormfly hummed, and banked into another turn, angling away from Berk, towards the uninhabited side of the island. Astrid slowly loosened her grip on Stormfly's neck and extended her arms at her sides, feeling the air rushing through her fingers.

She felt a girlish giggle bubble up in her chest, and escape her lips before she could stop it - she was actually _flying!_

While twilight ebbed, and true night approached, Astrid marveled at the wonders of Stormfly's lofty domain. She could almost feel Stormfly's rapture at being able to ride the winds again, and she treated her rider to a series of long sweeping turns, and gradual climbs and descents from the tops of the clouds, to just above the wave-caps.

Her fear completely forgotten, Astrid didn't want to ever come down. However her body had other ideas; the continual motion of Stormfly's wings caused her scales to chafe against Astrid's thighs, and the constant, driving wind sliced through her thin clothing, stealing the heat from her body.

By the time the Moon rose - and Berk lit up with a multitude of glittering torches - she felt a faint sense of relief when Stormfly began to glide back down towards the ring.

Astrid braced herself as they came in over the cliffs, and let out a grunt of pain as the shock of landing traveled up through Stormfly's legs to her own hips. The nadder ran forwards a few steps - shedding her remaining momentum - then came to a stop. Astrid took her cue, and slid down from Stormfly's back, allowing the dragon to fold her wings against her flanks.

Her legs gave out when they hit the ground, and she would have fallen, if not for Stormfly lunging forwards and catching her with her snout. "Thanks girl," she gasped, pulling herself up by the dragon's neck. She held the contact, reluctant to let go of the dragon that had just shown her the skies. "Thank you," she repeated, "for everything."

Stormfly chuffed in response, then pulled away and - without prompting - ducked back into the arena.

Astrid's hands unconsciously balled into fists as she followed Stormfly across the ring, back to her prison. With a start, she realised that she _hated_ the war, she hated that _this_ would forever mar the memory of her wondrous flight with Stormfly.

Her gaze met the Nadder's as she turned in her alcove. If the dragon could speak, Astrid knew what she would say:

_I've shown you what I'm giving up, now you'd better keep your promise._

"I will," she breathed as the cage doors slammed shut. "Even if it kills me."

* * *

><p><em>Icelandic:<br>þing (pronounced 'pink') - A regular assembly of clans in the Viking period, where matters of law were discussed, also known as a 'thing' in english. _
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	9. Chapter 8-1: Upstroke

**Chapter 8: Flight  
><strong>_**Part 1: Upstroke**_

_Hiccup was flying. His vision was obscured by thick grey fog, but his wings beat the air with confident, easy strokes. The wind parted over his snout and flowed smoothly over the contours of his body, almost caressing his scales. _

_Suddenly he burst through the wall of fog into clear air. The sun gleamed off the gently rolling sea far below him. He stilled his wings, soaring on thermals rising from a sharp, mountainous island that jutted from the waves. He felt a fierce surge of joy at the sheer freedom of flight, and let out an exultant roar that echoed back to him of the rocks far below._

_Hiccup angled slightly, circling around the peak at the centre of the island. His gaze fell upon a plume of smoke rising from a narrow vent near the summit. It wasn't an ordinary peak, he realised, it was a fire-mountain; gateway to Surtr's realm._

_The whispering of the wind across his ear-plates seemed to twist into words, resolving into the sibilant voice of the Night Fury. "I offer you the gift of the Night Furies' dominion" she whispered. Her voice swirled around his head, seemingly coming from everywhere and nowhere at once. "Find me and I shall bequeath this to you."_

_Hiccup's eyes focused on a larger rent in the mountainside, a dull red glow shone from within. He readied himself to dive._

"Hiccup?"

He blinked his eyes open. He was still in the cove. He was still grounded. It had all been a dream, again.

With a groan he pulled himself out from his hollow beneath the roots of the pine. His prison was dimly lit by the dawn sky; it couldn't have been more than a few hours since he'd closed his eyes to rest. Peering around the cove, he spotted Astrid waiting expectantly a few paces away. Yawning toothlessly he padded over towards her.

'MORNING ASTRID' he scrawled. 'WHY ARE YOU HERE?'

"I flew with Stormfly!" she burst out.

Hiccup blinked several times, part of his mind was still circling around the mountain from his dream.

'WHO?'

"The Nadder from the ring, I... Uh..." She looked down at the ground, a hand unconsciously going to her fringe. "I named her."

Hiccup stared at her dumbly; he couldn't have heard that right.

'YOU FLEW WITH THE NADDER FROM THE RING?'

"Yes," she replied eagerly. "I persuaded Gobber to let me feed the training dragons, so I could see Stormfly again. I took the stitches out of her wing, and then she asked me to get on her back, and, Hiccup, it was amazing..."

Hiccup listened in silent wonderment as Astrid proceeded to wax lyrical about her ride with Stormfly. He'd never seen her like this before; even when she'd spoken of fighting dragons in years past, there had been a sense of almost businesslike detachment, not this raw, gushing enthusiasm.

Her words brought the images from his dream swimming back into his mind. The sensation of the air filling his wing-sails had filled him with a primal sense of power and freedom unlike anything he'd experienced before; while he was flying he felt like he could do anything.

Astrid trailed off mid-sentence. "... Hiccup? What are you doing?"

He jerked in surprise; he hadn't realised he'd unconsciously began to spread his wings.

'I WANT TO TRY FLYING AGAIN.' He wrote hurriedly.

"Are you sure?" Astrid asked, concern creeping into her tone.

In lieu of a reply, he spun around and bounded towards his boulder. With a quick scrabbling of claws, he was on top and turning to face the cove, his wings spread to their fullest extent.

He took in a deep breath and launched himself forwards. The air was forced from his chest a second later as once more he crashed heavily to earth. He lay there for barely a moment, before he rolled to his feet and made his way back to the boulder.

Again he launched himself into space, and again nature won the battle of wills.

"Hiccup," Astrid began, extending a worried hand towards him. "It's okay, you don't have to-"

"_No," _Hiccup cut her off with a growl, turning back towards the stone. _"This time, this time for sure."_

With a roar born of equal parts fury and determination, Hiccup threw himself into the air. With all his might, he drove his wings down, causing him to lurch upwards unevenly. Feeling himself beginning to skew in the air, he flapped hard again, trying to control his trajectory through sheer power. However, his balance was already too far off-centre and his motion caused him to flip out of control, sending him tumbling heavily to the ground.

Something in him snapped, and Hiccup saw red.

Not feeling the pain of his landing, the boy-turned-Night-Fury flipped upright and shot a scorching fireball at the taunting cliffs around him. As the sound of his shot reverberated around the cove, he drew in breath and followed it with a bellow of pure rage. Why did the Night Fury bother turning him into a dragon if he was just going to spend the rest of his days in this forsaken pit!?

"Hiccup?"

He spun towards the sound, teeth bared, a low growl rumbling in his throat, he would-

"Hiccup," Astrid asked, "are you okay?"

Hiccup blinked and sat down heavily on his haunches; he'd been a moment away from leaping and tearing into her with his claws out of sheer frustrated anger.

He realised that he'd been feeling it since his encounter with the Queen; a subtle itch at the back of his mind, a part of him that _needed_ to fly. He stood up and began to pace back and forth across the cove. It wasn't just the claustrophobia of being stuck in the cove - although that was certainly part of it - the very idea of being confined to the ground, of being subjected to the terrain's arbitrary changes in elevation was suddenly oppressive to him.

"Hiccup," Astrid repeated, "You're scaring me."

He looked over at her; she had backed up several paces and her hand was poised at her waist, ready to draw her dagger if needed. With an effort of will, Hiccup forced himself to stop pacing and turn to face her.

'I'M SORRY' he wrote, then let out an apprehensive sigh. He knew how she would interpret his next words, and feared how she would react. _For all you know, her reaction might be entirely justified,_ a voice within him whispered. With a heavy paw he began to scratch in the dirt.

'THERE'S SOMETHING IN ME THAT NEEDS TO FLY'

* * *

><p>Astrid felt her heart suddenly leap into her throat. All her fears from when she'd first found him in the cove surged back into her mind - what if it was just a matter of time before the boy she'd come to know was completely subsumed by his draconic instincts and replaced with a feral Night Fury?<p>

_Dammit,_ she thought. Why did this have to happen _now_ when she'd learnt so much about him, and through him, the dragons?

She stepped up to him and knelt, placing her hands on either side of his head. "Hiccup," she breathed. "Don't give up. it's still you in there, you can _fight_ this." She desperately hoped her words were true, but they sounded pitifully hollow even to her ears.

Hiccup crooned appreciatively, she had to fight the urge to flinch away from him at the flash of teeth. She stood up as he raised his paw and began to scratch a message in the dirt.

'DON'T WORRY' he wrote. 'I'LL BE OKAY'. He spread his lips in a draconic approximation of a smile and she forced her lips to return the gesture, although she knew his efforts to reassure her were as empty as her own.

Astrid stared down at him, and opened her mouth to speak, but no words came out; her burning desire to tell _someone_ about her experience with Stormfly had dried up, replaced only with a numbing sense of dread.

The bright trill of a songbird cut through the sudden silence, drawing Astrid's eyes to the sky. The pale grey of dawn was brightening into the blue of daytime; she needed to get back to Berk before her absence was noticed.

"Hiccup," she began awkwardly, turning her gaze back to the Night Fury in front of her. "I'm sorry, but I've got to get back to the village before somebody misses me."

'GO' Hiccup wrote. 'I'LL BE FINE.'

She hesitated. "Hiccup, I..."

He grunted and jerked his head towards the gap in the cliffs.

"Okay," she took in a breath, "I'll come back as soon as I can, I promise."

Astrid took a final look at the boy-turned-Night-Fury then forced herself to keep looking forwards as she passed between the walls of stone and headed for Berk, trying to ignore the muffled scrapes of claws on stone that seemed to follow her.

* * *

><p>The knife slipped in Astrid's hand, slicing outwards through the scales of the fish she was gutting and biting deep into the palm of her opposite hand.<p>

"_Ow! Son of a half-troll!"_

Balder Hofferson looked up sharply at her cry of pain. "Astrid! Are you okay?"

"I'm fine dad," she said through gritted teeth, dropping the blade and cradling her injured hand. "The stupid knife slipped, that's all."

Her father's eyes widened in concern and he circled around the long worktable towards her. "Let me see."

"I'm fine dad." The cut barely even pained her; she'd taken far worse on fire duty during raids. "There's no need to-"

"Let me see," Balder repeated.

Astrid sighed inwardly and held out her hand. Sometimes she wished her father wasn't such a fine example of Viking persistence.

Balder gripped her left wrist and turned her palm upwards. She tried not to wince at the stark red line across her hand and the crimson dripping down her forearm and staining her wraps.

"What's the matter?" he asked softly. "It's been _years _since you last cut yourself with the fish knife."

It was true; almost as soon as she could be trusted to not take someone's eye out with the knife, she'd been put to work helping to process the fish brought back on the _Sjóknapa._

"Nothing," she lied.

Balder's eyes narrowed fractionally. "We both know that's not true." He paused, then continued in a softer tone, "Your mother told me you've been ..._distant_ for the last few days, what's wrong?"

Astrid sighed noisily. "I've just had a lot on my mind recently." Her brief encounter with Hiccup had been lurking in her thoughts all day, and she'd barely paid any attention to her hands as they made the repetitive moves of gutting the fish for storage.

A sharp rip caught her attention, and she looked up as her father ripped a length of cloth from the sleeve of his tunic and roughly bound her hand. "There," he said, tying off the makeshift bandage. "Now you'd better go see Gothi, you don't want that getting infected."

Astrid grumbled under her breath, but dutifully left the warehouse and began the long trek up the ramps towards the elder's house; she'd been a warrior-in-training long enough to know to always treat injuries seriously, no matter how embarrassing their cause.

Half an hour later, she stood on the cliffs overlooking the docks, her hand washed and freshly bandaged.

She let out a long breath and sat down, legs hanging over the edge, watching as the sun crept towards the horizon. The elder had forbidden her from putting any strain on her hand for the rest of the day, so she couldn't return to her family, and she couldn't go walking in the forest as she normally would either, as she knew that her feet would inevitably carry her to Hiccup's cove, and she wasn't ready to deal with him again.

Her gaze drifted along Berk's coastline until she spied the distant headland that held the dragon arena. Perhaps spending some time with the other dragon under her care would take her mind off Hiccup for a bit. She knew that she'd fed the dragons just the day before, but there were _buckets_ of fish scraps accumulating on the docks that would otherwise end up chumming the waters of the harbour.

Her mind made up, she got to her feet and wound her way down the ramps towards the docks.

Sól's chariot was kissing the crests of the waves far below by the time she reached the promontory and set down her basket of fish scraps - careful to take the weight with her uninjured right hand.

She cranked open the arena gate and quickly made her rounds of the cages, shovelling a portion of fish guts through each door, and finishing in front of Stormfly's alcove. This time, she didn't hesitate in opening her cage. The Nadder squawked in surprise, but midway through it morphed into a soft coo of recognition.

Astrid raised her hand as the Nadder stepped out of the cage, and Stormfly bent her neck, pressing her muzzle into her palm, purring softly.

"Hey girl," Astrid greeted warmly.

Stormfly purred louder. Suddenly, she pulled away and began sniffing at her other hand.

"Stormfly, what's-"

The Nadder crooned softly and gently nosed her left hand; her _bandaged_ hand.

"_Oh..._" She was forcibly struck by the vast gap between the Viking idea of dragons, and the creature looking up at her with concerned eyes. "We really don't know anything about you guys, do we?" She breathed.

Stormfly chirped and tilted her head questioningly.

"It's nothing," she replied. "I was being careless and I cut myself, I'll be fine."

The dragon cooed again, then snaked her tongue out of her mouth and ran it over her palm.

Astrid opened her mouth to complain, then stopped as she felt the stinging pain of her wound suddenly fade. "That actually feels better, thanks."

The Nadder chirped happily, and Astrid raised her other hand to stroke the side of her jaw appreciatively.

"Come on," she said, picking up the remaining scraps and heading for the gate. Stormfly followed along behind her, her claws clicking on the stone.

Astrid dropped the basket on the cliff outside the ring - where they had taken off from the day before - and flipped off the lid. "There you go."

Stormfly immediately stuck her head inside and in a few seconds slurped up her meal.

"Hey girl," she called as the Nadder raised her head, licking the last drops of blood and juices from her neck. "I got you something." She reached into the bag she'd tied to the Basket's straps and pulled out three small fish she'd filched from the _Sjóknapa's _nets. She felt a brief flicker of guilt, but it vanished as soon as Stormfly's nostrils widened and she let out an excited trill.

Astrid held up one of the fish, and Stormfly crouched, her hips wiggling in excitement. Astrid felt a smile tug at the corners of her lips as she tossed the fish to the Nadder one by one, chuckling to herself as Stormfly snatched them out of the air.

As the last fish vanished down the dragon's gullet, she turned away with a soft sigh and sat down on the cliff edge, staring out across the dark ocean.

She stiffened reflexively at the sound of movement behind her, then nearly fell forwards in shock as Stormfly curled around her, her head resting on the ground on her right, and her tail hanging over the cliff to her left. She gently lent back against the Nadder's flank, and rested a hand on the back of her neck, slowly caressing the scales beneath her fingers.

Inevitably, her thoughts turned to Hiccup's predicament. Gobber always said that 'A downed dragon is a dead dragon' and she'd assumed he meant that a flightless dragon couldn't escape from a Viking warrior; perhaps there was more to it than that? She thought again of Hiccup's cove, while it was as picturesque a place as any on Berk, she knew she'd be going stir-crazy if she'd been stuck in it for almost a week.

She sighed in frustration; Hiccup needed to get out of the cove, she already knew that. However, the rock walls were too soft to allow a creature of his size to climb out, and it was obvious that he wasn't going to learn to fly by himself.

"What am I going to do, Stormfly?" she whispered.

Astrid was nearly knocked off the cliff as Stormfly suddenly surged to her feet. A moment later she recovered and scrambled into a ready crouch, hand on her knife. "What is it, Stormfly?" She asked in an urgent whisper, glancing up at the dragon stood over her; The Nadder's wings were half-opened in alarm, and her gaze was fixed on a point on the horizon.

She followed Stormfly's stare. Against the last, dying lights of the day she could make out several dark silhouettes moving over the ocean. Her heart froze in her chest. _It couldn't be, not so soon..._

"Stormfly," she began breathlessly, "Are those-"

The raid horn rang out from the village.

Astrid swore, cursing herself for leaving her armour and weapons back in the village. She stepped out from under Stormfly and turned to face the dragon. "Stormfly, you need to- AHHH!" She cried out in shock as Stormfly suddenly loomed over her and gripped the scruff of her tunic in her jaws. Her limbs swung uselessly as she was swiftly lifted into the air, and deposited on the Dragon's back.

She barely had time to register her contact with the scales before Stormfly lurched forwards over the cliff edge.

Stormfly shot upwards and turned sharply - banking so hard her wings were momentarily perpendicular to the ocean - all in the space of a few terrifying heartbeats. Even after they leveled out, her wings kept up the same frantic pace. Astrid suddenly realised she had been holding back on their first flight.

"Stormfly!" She yelled over the rushing wind.

If the Nadder heard her, she didn't show it.

She freed one of her hands from its death-grip on the dragon's neck and pounded on her flank. "What are you doing!? I need to get back there!"

Stormfly growled harshly and tossed her head, only narrowly avoiding goring Astrid with her horns.

Astrid got the message and subsided, crouching low against Stormfly's back as the battle cries of men and dragons rang out behind them.

* * *

><p><em>Mythology:<br>Surtr - Norse god of fire and ruler/guardian of Muspelheim, the realm of fire.  
>Sól - Goddess that drives the chariot of the sun in Norse mythology.<em>
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	10. Chapter 8-2: Downstroke

**Chapter 8: Flight  
><strong>_**Part 2: Downstroke**_

Hiccup awoke with a start. After several failed attempts to get off the ground, he'd forced himself into his hiding space beneath the tree, and had managed to sleep fitfully. Every time he drifted off, his wings would twitch and he'd jerk awake, filled with an aching _need_ to fly.

His hackles rose, and a subconscious growl rumbled in his throat as some primitive instinct buried in the back of his mind told him he wasn't alone. Biting down on his growl he crawled out into the cove and glanced around with a mounting sense of trepidation.

Moments later, his head-frills twitched as an all-too-familiar chattering reached his ears. His gaze was drawn upwards to see a multitude of draconic shadows flitting across the star-studded sky.

_Another raid? _he thought disbelievingly; this would be the third attack in the space of a week.

Hiccup was rooted to the spot, and could only look on in stunned silence as a shadow detached itself from the flock and descended towards him, resolving into the formidable outline of a blood-red Nightmare before it touched down less than a body-length away.

"_We meet again, Night Fury."_

His frills twitched again, and with a chill he recognised the otherworldly edge of the Queen's voice. He shrunk backwards, unconsciously baring his teeth. _"W-what do you want?" _he hissed.

_"I wish to apologize," _shebegan. _"I should not have treated you like an unruly member of the flock in our last meeting; we are, after all, equals."_

_"Equals?"_ Hiccup queried before he could stop himself.

The Nightmare sat back on it's haunches and peered down its long snout at him. Hiccup was suddenly reminded that Night Furies were not a particularly large species of dragon.

_"Of course," _The Queen replied. _"We are both Alphas."_

_"I'm nothing like you!"_ Hiccup hissed back.

"Oh?"The Queen asked calmly. _"And what do you actually know of me?"_

_"I know that the flock you claim to protect are actually your slaves!"_

_"Is that so?" _The Queen questioned. _"Are your former people not known across the world for raiding other tribes and taking whatever - or whomever - they want?"_

_"I..." _Hiccup spluttered.

_"The similarities between us as individuals are irrelevant," _The Queen replied. _"The truth is in your blood, child of Yilbegän; you __**are **__an Alpha."_

Hiccup cringed instinctively at her growled emphasis, but he forced himself to hold his ground, telling himself that he wasn't defenceless anymore; he had his fire. _"What do you want from me?"_

_"We are in a situation where we can mutually benefit each other,"_ The Queen purred. _"You are trapped in this cove, flightless and alone, surrounded by the sworn enemies of our kind, and my flock could benefit greatly from your skills."_

_"Why bother asking,"_ He snarled, "_when you're just going to enslave me however I answer?"_

_"I realise you have no reason to trust me," _She crooned in a gentle tone_, "But I give you my word as an Alpha that using my power on you would not be in my best interest. You are much more valuable to me as a willing, independant agent."_

A series of memories swam through Hiccup's mind: every time one of his inventions had failed and his peers had sneered at him, calling him "useless"; every time his father had looked at him with a sense of crushing disappointment. Here was someone - a leader, no less - that valued him for who he _was_.

Hiccup blinked, and found himself staring into the Nightmare's flame-yellow eyes. With a start, he realised the Queen was waiting for him to respond. _"No," _he growled. _"I won't help you destroy my village."_

_Even if they never appreciated me,_ he added silently.

_"Of course," _The Queen replied smoothly - as if she'd expected his reply. _"I am willing to spare this settlement from our hunting parties for however long it takes you to adapt to your new life."_

Hiccup opened his jaws to refuse her again, but no words came out.

He could buy Berk a reprieve from the raids.

He'd seen Stoick late at night, when no one else was around, and knew how dire the village's situation really was; surely the mere chance that the Queen's offer was sincere - even if it was only temporary - was worth his life?

_For once in your life Hiccup, think of yourself,_ his thoughts whispered.

The long nights of the last week, confined in the cove with only the company of his hunger and loneliness weighed heavily on his mind; it was a miracle he'd survived this long by himself. If he accepted, he'd finally be able to escape this pit, and take his rightful place alongside a people and a leader who respected him.

_You know it's what you want._

Unbidden, an image flared before his mental eye: himself and Astrid in the cove two days ago, sharing the experiences of their childhoods for the first time.

He hadn't been alone.

A moment too late, Hiccup realised the voice whispering in his thoughts hadn't been his own; it had been the Queen's.

_You are mine now, Hiccup._

_No!_ He tried to open his jaws and use his fire, but his body wouldn't move.

Somehow, he knew that the Nightmare had ignited itself, but all he could see was the glowing yellow eyes of the Nightmare, and through them, the interior of a mountain, lit by a lake of glowing lava - his nest.

He remembered there being pain last time; he thought that he could almost feel it, but it was distant. Anyway, why was he straining to feel pain? It was so much easier to drift away...

* * *

><p>Stormfly beat her wings desperately, the tops of the trees speeding past mere inches beneath her claws. She could feel the human female's forlegs clenched tightly around her neck, and just make out her small whimpers of fear over the rushing of the wind in her ears.<p>

She felt a pang of sorrow, but she didn't slow her wings, instead she willed them to beat even faster. She prayed that the human would understand that she was too important to be risked fighting the Queen's flock.

Another formation of dragons flew out of the darkness and she stilled her wings - dropping even closer to the trees - as they passed overhead.

Stormfly knew that she was risking everything on this headlong flight. If she was spotted she'd be under the Queen's control again before she could react; she was counting on the darkness and the sheer numbers of the flock to keep her from the Queen's notice.

Regardless, if what she'd understood of the human's words was true - that the last Night Fury had created another of her kind - then it was worth any cost; even her life and that of the first human in generations to sympathise with her kind.

A bright orange light suddenly flared in the forest below her. Fear lanced through Stormfly's chest and she willed her burning muscles to carrier towards it even faster.

_What if i'm too late? _ She knew the light was mere wing-beats away, but it never seemed to get any closer. If only she hadn't been caught, and her flight muscles were in proper condition...

An eternity passed in the space of a single heartbeat before she got her first glimpse of the cove. Sinister shadows flickered on the walls, thrown by the skin of a burning Nightmare. Cowering before the blazing dragon was an ancient, unmistakeable silhouette.

Even over the rapidly-decreasing distance, she could see that the Night Fury was trembling; his head-frills jerking back and forth as he fought the Queen's will.

_Hold on, _Stormfly thought, _Just a moment more..._

Stormfly cracked open her jaws, drawing in a lungfull of the rushing air, then let it out in a furious screech.

Her roar had no words. It was a cry of defiance and righteous anger; a promise to all those who had died to keep the old ways alight, that their sacrifice would not be in vain.

With a grunt of effort, Stormfly turned her nose to the sky. As her wings stalled, she whipped her tail downwards, releasing a deadly flurry of spines.

As the Nightmare roared in agony Stormfly folded her wings, and dropped to the ground in front of the Night Fury.

"_Pathetic gnat!" _The Queen hissed. _"Do you think this changes anything? I am an Alpha! I-" _The Nightmare faltered, it's flames flickering as the venom carried by her spines began to work.

"_Alpha?"_ Stormfly spat. _"You are a tyrant, nothing more."_ She raised her head defiantly. "_Yilbegän's judgement is coming for you, spawn of Koyash. An Alpha protects them all."_

The Queen drew herself up to respond, but at that moment her body gave out, and the Nightmare crashed to the ground, his flames extinguished.

Stormfly stood there for a moment, panting in shock and exertion. She could hardly believe she'd just stood up to the Queen; her dam had taught her that keeping the knowledge of the old ways alive was more important than any act of rebellion. Although all those stories had done nothing when the Queen had forced them away from their hunting grounds, and her dam had starved to death.

Stormfly tossed her head lightly, as if she could simply shake away the old memories. She felt the human female slide off her back and rush towards the Night Fury. However, at that moment the Nightmare's eyes widened and his sides heaved as he took his first - and last - gasp of free air.

Stormfly stepped forwards and bowed her head, touching her nose to his muzzle. _"Fly swiftly brother," _she whispered_. _"_And may Yilbegän's path stand open for you."_

The Nightmare's eyes blearily focused on her, before his eyelids began to droop and he drifted off into his final sleep.

Stormfly sighed softly - she hoped that her words had brought the dragon some small measure of comfort in his final moments.

At the sound of a groan from behind her, Stormfly turned around. The Night Fury was lying sprawled on his side; the human female knelt beside his head, a gentle paw resting on the crown of his skull.

The Night Fury's eyes flickered open briefly and another wordless sound escaped his jaws.

"Hiccup!" the female gasped. Stormfly did a double-take; she'd forgotten that was the name the human had given for the Night Fury. "He's going to be okay, isn't he?" the female asked, looking up at her.

Stormfly dropped her head to be level with the human's. _"He'll be fine,"_ she crooned reassuringly; she knew the human couldn't understand her words, but hoped her tone would convey the message.

She winced inwardly; when she'd been knocked free of the Queen's influence it had taken her a whole day before she could think coherently again. _I hope it doesn't take him that long_, she thought with a nervous glance at the sky.

A few minutes later Hiccup's eyes blinked open again, and his groan resolved into words. _"Astrid...?"_ he slurred, _"W-what happened?"_

_Astrid?_ Was that the human's name? She'd heard it being shouted when the humans fought outside her prison, but hadn't realised the significance.

"I don't know, Hiccup," Astrid told him, "Stormfly..." she trailed off.

"_I-"_ the Nadder began, but before she could get more than a single word out, Hiccup cried out in fear and tried to scramble backwards. However, in his disoriented state, he tripped over himself and sprawled on his stomach.

"Hiccup, it's okay!" Astrid cried, "She's a friend! Hiccup, this is Stormfly - The Nadder from the ring." She gestured between the two dragons, "Stormfly, Hiccup."

Hiccup, shakily clambered to his feet and inclined his head towards her. _"Thank you. You saved my life... I think. It's all kind of fuzzy..."_

Stormfly opened her maw to respond then closed it again, remembering a lesson her dam had taught her. Taking a deep breath, she bowed her head and mantled her wings in an ancient draconic gesture of submission and respect. _"You are welcome, my Alpha,"_ She purred, holding the pose for a moment. _"The disorientation should pass in a few minutes." _

"_Why did you do that?"_

Stormfly blinked. _"What?"_

"_You bowed to me and called me 'Alpha'" _he explained._ "The Queen called me an Alpha as well."_

"_It is what you are,"_ she replied simply. With an apprehensive upwards glance she added _"I'll explain later. Right now, you should get back in the air; you're vulnerable as long as you're on the ground."_

"_Don't I know it,"_ he muttered to himself. Speaking up, he addressed her; _"I can't. Fly ,I mean, I... I used to-"_

"_You used to be human, I know." _she finished for him. _"But you're a dragon now; so fly."_

"_Believe me, I've tried," _he shot back morosely. _"I assure you: I fly about as well as a rock."_

Stormfly didn't respond immediately, instead she paced slowly around him, examining him from every angle. From her dam she knew more about Yilbegän's children and their powers than any other dragon alive - save for the Night Fury herself. Still, this was so far beyond what she knew to be possible, she felt like a hatchling faced with an elder's riddle.

Eventually, she finished circling and stood before him again. As far as she could tell, he was a full-blooded Night Fury - _Of course, _she thought,_ he probably knows what that looks like better than I; after all, he's had first-hand experience._

"_The Night Furies were the fastest and most agile fliers of all dragonkind," _she told him, repeating one of her Dam's oldest lectures. _"As soon as they could stand, a Night Fury hatchling could take to the air, and by the time they reached adulthood, no dragon could hope to match them; not even the wandering Timberjacks who lived and died on the wing." _She met his gaze. _"Your body was made to fly, Hiccup."_

Hiccup looked away. _"Telling me what I should be capable of doesn't change what I am," _he murmured.

An idea suddenly struck Stormfly. _"What you are isn't the problem..." _she breathed. _"Go run over to those cliffs and back," _she told him, tossing her head in the direction of the cove wall.

He blinked at her. _"What?"_

"_I think I know how to you into the air,"_ she told him._ "Just do it."_

Hiccup hesitated for a moment, then span and bounded towards the cliffs. His gait was almost flawless; if she didn't know better she would have sworn he'd been born a dragon. A small boulder blocked his path as he began to turn, and without breaking stride he lept over it and galloped back towards her, his muscles rippling in sinuous, powerful waves.

"_Do Humans often run around on four legs?"_ she asked him as he skidded to a stop before her.

"_What?"_ he replied. _"Of course not!"_

"_Then explain to me why you just ran like you'd been a dragon all your life,"_ she put to him.

"_I- I don't know,"_ he stammered, _"It just felt right..."_

"_You didn't have to think about it,"_ she explained, _"because your legs know to run. Just like your wings; they already know how to fly, you just have to let them."_

"_How do I do that?"_ he queried.

Stormfly cast her gaze around the cove, it landed on a large boulder beside a narrow crack in the cliffs. She gestured towards the stone with her muzzle. _"Go climb up there and face me,"_ she instructed.

Hiccup sighed dejectedly, his head-frills drooping. _"I already tried that,"_ he murmured, _"It won't work."_

Stormfly opened her mouth to respond, but before she could utter a sound, a rising whistle of death cut through the night.

* * *

><p>Hiccup's heart stuttered in his chest and his gaze shot skywards, expecting to see the black silhouette that haunted his dreams diving towards them.<p>

Instead he saw nothing.

A moment later, a flash of blue from the direction of Berk lit up the clouds, and a sound like the rumble of thunder reached them.

"Night Fury..." Astrid whispered, then swore viciously. Hiccup would have been surprised, had he not known she grew up around sailors.

Stormfly fixed him with a piercing golden stare. _"We don't have time for this,_" she growled. _"I think I can unlock your flying instincts, Hiccup, but I need you trust me."_

"What's going on, Hiccup?" Astrid asked urgently. "What's she saying?"

Hiccup turned to face her and quickly scribbled in the dirt.

'SHE THINKS SHE CAN TEACH ME TO FLY'

"What, now?" Her gaze darted between him and the Nadder, then to the orange glow in the sky. "You're not safe here anymore. If she really can get you out of here, you need to listen to her."

"_Okay, I'll trust you," _he told Stormfly. "_What do I need to do?"_

"_You've already experimented with flight,"_ she began, _"So I want you to start just by jumping off that rock and trying to fly."_

Hiccup nodded and span away in the direction of his boulder. Despite the circumstances, he felt a tingle of nervous excitement at the prospect of finally getting into the air. Taking a deep breath, he crouched atop the boulder, spread his wings, and leapt. As before, he drove his wings downwards at the apex of his jump, and he jerked upwards. However his course was erratic, and as he raised his wings for a second stroke, he span out of control and crashed into the ground before he could recover.

"_See?" _Hiccup said, shaking off the clods of mud that clung to his scales. _"I told you I can't fly."_

"_Obviously," _Stormfly replied_. "However, I also saw that you're not using your tailfins."_

_My what...? _Hiccup swung his tail into view. A mirrored pair of black fins unfurled from the tip. He'd almost forgotten they were there; since his first day as a dragon, he hadn't given much thought to the details of his new form.

"_The tailfins are a Night Fury's most important flight surfaces," _Stormfly explained, standing beside him._ "While the wings provide lift, the tailfins give the Fury control. If one is lost or damaged... well, you just demonstrated what happens if you try to fly without two working tailfins. Guard your tailfins with your life; without them you can't fly. and if you can't fly you're as good as dead." _She gently nosed the fins at the base of his tail. _"Finally, there are your secondary tailfins, or sub-wings; they provide fine control and stabilise your flight when flapping."_

Hiccup blinked, trying to remember everything she'd said. Before he could open his mouth to ask how she knew all that, she stepped away and gestured towards the boulder again. _"Climb up there again and face me, but don't jump off until I tell you to."_

Hiccup shrugged his wings and scrambled back onto his rock.

"_Okay," _Stormfly instructed. _"Now, I want you to hold your wings out flat, and open your fins as far as you can."_

He spread his wings, then closed his eyes and focused on moving his fins, after a few moments he was able to do as she said.

"_Good, now angle your tailfins upwards slightly and pick a point directly in front of you. Focus on that point, and jump - don't flap, just glide and concentrate on keeping your fins level."_

Hiccup took a slow breath in, and held it, tensing his body. He opened his eyes and fixed his gaze on a tiny crack in the cliff wall oppose him. Almost in slow-motion he launched himself forwards.

He tucked his legs tightly against his body as he left the rock behind, his wing membranes tingling as the air flowed over them. A gust of wind rustled through the forest, causing him to wobble. Without even thinking about it, his tail twitched, correcting his course. A fierce surge of joy flared in his chest; yes he was only gliding, but he was doing it - he was _flying!_

Then the ground came up to meet him, and he forgot everything Stormfly had said. In a panic, he threw out his legs to break his fall and at the same time, tried to flare his wings to slow his descent. Which resulted in him flipping out of control and landing in an ungainly tangle of limbs.

Still, he didn't care - he'd _flown!_

He flipped back onto his paws with an exultant whoop. _"Did you see that!?" _He called to Astrid and Stormfly_ "I- I did it!"_

"_Yes, you managed to glide a few body-lengths and then crash-land, truly an achievement worthy of being immortalised in song." _The Nadder's tone was dry, but he could see the happiness shining in her eyes._ "When you've recovered," _she continued, _"Come back over here and we'll try flapping."_

Hiccup took a few moments to revel in his success, then crossed the cove and climbed back up to his starting point.

"_Aside from the landing, I didn't see anything wrong with your gliding, so just do what you did before, but this time flap your wings - don't worry about power; focus on keeping your flaps even."_

Hiccup shuffled his paws impatiently as she spoke - he was done waiting, he wanted to _fly!_

As soon as she finished he crouched and spread his wings in one motion, then launched himself skywards.

His first flap was uneven, and he wobbled in the air. However, he kept his fins level and he recovered. His second was better. On his third flap, everything _clicked_ - his wings, his tail, the very shape of his body, it all suddenly made sense!

He increased the tempo of his wingbeats, gaining speed. As the cliff wall loomed before him he twisted his tail and banked his wings, turning to follow the edge of the cove.

"Yes Hiccup!" Astrid shouted from below. "That's it!"

He let out a triumphant bugle as he passed over her head. Oh, this was so much better than his dream. The sense of speed and power was already intoxicating, and he could _feel_ the strength in his wing muscles; he _knew _he was capable of so much more.

"_Shut up and get down here before you draw her attention!" _

_Oh, right_. Chargrined, Hiccup increased the angle of his turn and swooped down towards Astrid and Stormfly.

"_Don't come in too steep!"_ The Nadder advised him. _"And land on your hind legs first!"_

He snorted. Of course he was going to land on his hind legs first; it all made sense now. At the last moment of his approach, he backwinged and pulled up sharply, stretching out his legs. However, he misjudged his velocity and his back paws hit the ground harder than he'd expected, causing him to stagger as he dropped heavily onto his front legs.

"_So?" _Stormfly asked as he folded his wings. _"Still convinced you can't fly?"_

"_I..." _Words failed him for a moment. _"That was... indescribable. My wings... the air, I understand now!" _He bowed his head to the Nadder. "Thank you again."

"_Don't thank me yet," _she replied, _"Wait until your wings save your life."_ She craned her neck back to gaze at the sky. _"Fly as high as you can and glide whenever possible, that should keep you safe from any dragon beside Yilbegän's daughter."_

It took Hiccup a moment to remember the Queen had called him 'Yilbegän's child,' he wondered who - or what - the name referred to, but now wasn't the time to ask. _"Aren't you coming with me?" _he queried instead.

"_You're safer without me,"_ she replied._ "I would only slow you down in the air, and if the Queen noticed me... I wouldn't be able to resist her. I will try to conceal myself among the trees instead." _She took a step backwards. _"Go now, Hiccup."_

Hiccup nodded to her and spread his wings. He hesitated - he felt like he should say something in parting. _"Good luck,"_ he wished her after a moment's thought.

Stormfly acknowledged his words with a bob of her head. _"Fly safe, my Alpha, and may Ülgen's light guide you."_

With that, Hiccup took a deep breath, turned his gaze to the stars, and leapt towards them.

* * *

><p><strong>Author's Notes:<strong>

Friendly greetings!

At long, long last our draconic protagonist has finally gotten into the air. If you, dear reader, think it's been a long time coming, I assure you, I've been waiting to write this scene even longer! If any of you noticed, yes, I borrowed the basic structure of the 'learning to fly' sequence from _Cke1st's _various transformation stories, albeit sped up considerably due to Hiccup's latent draconic instincts.

Some of you have been speculating in the reviews as to the meaning behind Hiccup's "dreams" and to where I'm going with this tale in the future. Obviously, i'm not going to give anything away, but a few have been pretty close, and others completely off the ball, but either way, I love reading your theories!

Just to add fuel to the fire, you may have noticed I haven't explained who or what _Yilbegän, Koyash, _and _Ülgen_ are. Well, their names are borrowed from Turkish and Siberian mythology, but you'll have to wait a chapter or two before you find out who they are in the context of this story. Remember way back in the prologue when I alluded to 'Toothless'' and the Night Fury's history? Well there's more where that came from; at time of writing I have about 4 pages of lore and background info for this story written up.

My fanfic recommendation for you this time is _Special Gifts_ by _Tibki_. The elevator-pitch for this one is: 'HTTYD, but Hiccup is a demigod and has super-speed'. While that sounds pretty crazy, what you get is a very well-done tale of Hiccup and Toothless befriending each-other over their shared mythological heritage ('Offspring of Lightning and Death itself' is interpreted somewhat literally), with a unique take on the idea of a 'bond' between Hiccup and Toothless, and a somewhat dark turn at the end.

As always, thank you for reading, and please leave your thoughts on the chapter in a review!

~Superbun

_Next time: Those of you who kept asking when 'Toothless' is going to show up again should be careful what you wish for. :P  
><em>

* * *

><p><strong>Review responses:<strong>

**Noctus Fury - **You're correct; my statement of Surtr as the Norse god of fire was an oversimplification born of my limited knowledge of Norse myth. According to Wikipedia, "Logi is a fire giant, god and personification of fire", while Surtr is a fire giant who wields a flaming sword and either rules or guards the frontier to Muspelheim, depending on the source. Based on the few articles I could find, Surtr is also associated with Viking beliefs about volcanoes, hence why I used him when describing the nest.


	11. Chapter 9: Pyrrhic

**Chapter 9: Pyrrhic**

Astrid was buffeted by the wind as Hiccup spread his vast wings and launched into the air. Within a few wingbeats he had cleared the tops of the trees bordering the cove, and a mere handful later his silhouette vanished into blackness of the night.

_If there was any doubt he was a Night Fury, _she thought, _that proves it._

"Stay safe, Hiccup" she whispered. A short week ago he had been an ungainly boy in a Night Fury's body, tripping over himself as he tried to flee. Now he was running and flying like he'd been a Night Fury all his life. She wasn't sure how she felt about that yet.

Astrid shook her head. Right now, her people were fighting for their very existence; she could sort out her emotions later. She took a step towards the gap in the cliffs and Stormfly looked over at her with a questioning chirp.

"Thank you for helping Hiccup," she told the Nadder, "But I have to get back to Berk."

Stormfly let out a squawk of alarm and stepped into her path. The dragon crooned and gently nuzzled at her neck, at the same time enclosing them both in her wings.

Astrid knew what Stormfly was trying to say; _Stay here._

She took a half-step backwards and placed her hands on either side of the dragon's muzzle. "I can't," she whispered. "I know you care about me, and that's..." _Impossible. Earth-shattering. _"...Amazing, but I have to go, girl - they're my family; my friends."

For a long moment, there was silence, save for the distant clamor of battle.

Eventually, Stormfly whined sadly and dropped her wings. Astrid paused for a moment, her hands lingering on the Nadder's muzzle.

"I'll be back, girl" she promised, turning away and scrambling down the gully that lead out of the cove.

Astrid ran headlong through the forest towards Berk, her path barely illuminated by the flames rising from her home. Branches scraped bloody trails along her face and arms, and she swore she should have twisted her ankle when she tripped over an exposed root, but she felt no pain as she kept on running.

She made the journey from Hiccup's cove in record time, only to skid to a stop at the edge of the trees, struck dumb by what she saw.

Berk was in chaos. Nearly half the village was in flames and, from her vantage point, she couldn't see anyone working to put them out.

A chill went down her spine as she realised she couldn't see anyone fighting back at all.

It felt like several minutes before she eventually spotted a small knot of warriors fending off a pack of Nadders - although it looked more like a desperate fight for survival than an organised counterattack.

"No..." she breathed.

Movement caught her eye. A bloody-haired woman was fleeing down the main road towards her, pursued by a Gronckle. The rock-like dragon spat out a fireball which burst just behind the woman, throwing her off her feet. The Gronckle dropped to the ground, lumbering towards its downed prey.

"No!" she growled, clenching her fists and sprinting downhill towards the village. She would not give up hope; she was a Viking, as long as she drew breath she would believe the battle could be won.

Barely breaking stride, she dropped and pulled a sword out of the muck. Thankfully, its previous owner had fallen face-down so she didn't see who it was.

The Gronckle's jaws yawned open, an orange glow blooming in it's throat. Astrid let out a furious war-cry and the dragon span around, switching its target to her. The moment's distraction was all she needed. Rushing forwards, she buried her sword in the roof of its mouth. No sooner than she'd driven the blade home, she let go of the blade and dived to the side as molten rock spewed forth from the dying dragon's maw.

Breathing heavily, she turned to the fallen woman, only to freeze as she recognised the person beneath the blood and soot.

"_Ruffnut!?_" she asked, disbelieving.

"Nice of you to join the fun," her friend wheezed. "Sleep in, did you?"

"You're welcome, by the way," she replied, forcing a chuckle despite the pang of guilt in her chest.

She held out her hand and Ruff grasped it, pulling herself to her feet. "Yeah," she grunted, "Nice save."

"Where's Tuff?" Astrid asked, scanning the street.

"Dunno," the twin replied, picking up her spear from where it had fallen. "Gobber sent the two of us to gather up as many warriors as we could, and send them to the raid horn for a push to retake the main square. Astrid, it's…"

Ruffnut trailed off, but Astrid knew what she was going to say. If the centre of the village was lost, then things were worse than she thought. This wasn't a strategic move; it was a final stand.

"Let's go," Astrid told her. "You take point."

Astrid's gaze drifted to the chaotic skies as they cautiously moved through the streets. She couldn't abandon her people, but she prayed that Hiccup would have the sense to not get involved.

* * *

><p>Hiccup soared through the black sky. He beat his wings, glided for several heartbeats, then flapped again to maintain altitude. However, he had little time to enjoy the freedom of his newfound flight, as his eyes were glued to the unfolding destruction of his home below him.<p>

From a dragon's-eye view, he had a unique and terrible perspective on the battle for Berk. On the ground, the actions of the raiding dragons had always seemed like the chaotic and random attacks of wild animals, however from above he could clearly see the sinister intelligence that directed the flock.

The dragons fought in loosely-organised groups, that would all attack the same area; if one of them encountered a defender, the others would converge, forcing the defender to retreat or face multiple dragons at once. When the Berkians rallied for a counterattack, the whole group would take wing together and attack someplace else. The groups of dragons flitted back and forth across the embattled village below him, and not one of them looked up and noticed him; whether that was due to his black scales or to them simply being distracted he didn't know.

From his viewpoint, he could see the battle was going badly. For the first time he could remember, the dragons outnumbered his former tribesmen and, to make matters worse, their warriors were scattered and disorganised, turning an organised defence into a hundred individual clashes of shield and steel against claw and fire.

Hiccup grimaced and tore his gaze away as a Nadder's claws laid open a man's stomach. He wished his Night Fury senses weren't quite so honed; even from this altitude he could pick out every gruesome detail of the bodies that lay in the streets. He didn't want to count them, but he could already tell that there were too many.

He twisted his tail and turned towards the outskirts of the village. Below him, a pair of figures picked their way down a side alley between two partially-demolished houses. He easily identified Ruffnut thanks to her distinctive barbed spear, while Astrid had clearly salvaged a single-bladed longaxe.

He followed them from the air as they made their way in a wide arc around the edge of the village, heading towards the raid horn, where a group of warriors was already gathering.

A waft of green mist caught Hiccup's eye as Astrid and Ruffnut crept around the back of a hay barn. His gaze darted to a pair of serpentine tails trailing out of the building's doors. _"Astrid!"_ He yelled desperately.

Even if somehow she'd heard his roar and understood it, he was too late; in that moment the barn exploded in a near-blinding flash of yellow-white light, throwing Astrid and Ruffnut to the ground.

The next few moments unfolded in horrific slow-motion. The Zippleback lept out of the cloud of dust and smoke and pounced on Astrid. _"No!"_ He cried in helpless frustration. He was too far away. There was no way he could get down there -

Hiccup didn't think. He flicked his tail and pulled in his wings, plummeting headfirst towards the ground. The world around him blurred, yet he could pick out every detail of the Zippleback in perfect clarity. His folded wings vibrated as a baleful shriek began to build. He cracked open his jaws. Air rushed down his throat, straight to the source of his fire, stoking the flames far hotter than his lungs ever could.

He fired.

* * *

><p>The first thing Astrid knew of the explosion was when she suddenly found herself airborne, flying splinters of wood slicing gashes up and down her arms and legs. The breath was knocked out of her moments later as she hit the ground, then again as a Zippleback leapt from the ruined barn onto her chest.<p>

Her gaze slid past the twin heads looming over her to the smoke-obscured stars far above. _Hiccup, Stormfly, Orvar, _she thought, _I'm sorry. _

Somehow, over the ringing in her ears, she heard a rising whistle.

There was a blinding flash of light and heat. Something heavy landed on her chest.

Several moments passed before she slowly blinked open her eyes.

One of the Zippleback's heads was lying unmoving on her chest, it's eyes glassy and unseeing.

With a grunt, she pulled herself out from under the dragon and stood up, looking around at a vision of Muspelheim. The hay barn was completely gone; burning motes of hay floated down around her like sinister snow, painting the scene in a ruddy light. The clash and clamour of battle was muted as if her head was underwater, granting a sense of twisted serenity to her surroundings

She turned around slowly. At the centre of the alleyway lay the body of the Zippleback, a bloody crater carved out of it's spine. She immediately turned her eyes to the sky, but saw no sign of the black dragon that had saved her life.

_I guess that makes us even now, Hiccup, _she thought.

Something landed on her shoulder, and she whirled around, fists at the ready, only to freeze halfway when she recognised Ruffnut.

The blond twin recoiled a step, her mouth moving up and down, but no sound reached Astrid's ears.

Astrid shook her head, gesturing to her ears; Ruffnut nodded and held out her salvaged axe. Astrid took it in both hands and gestured for Ruff to follow her.

As the adrenaline began to fade from her system, the numerous cuts and scrapes she'd received in the explosion made themselves known. She grimaced, but pushed onwards through the pain; she knew she was lucky to have escaped the blast with only minor injuries.

Her hearing gradually returned, and a few minutes later she froze in dread at the sound of a rising note that struck terror into the hearts of fearless Norsemen. Moments later, a blue bolt streaked from the clouds and struck the roof of one of the few intact buildings, rendering its first storey into so much matchwood.

She heard Ruffnut urging her to keep moving, however, she remained rooted to the spot, remembering with a chill that Hiccup wasn't the only Night Fury in the skies over Berk.

* * *

><p>Hiccup's wings strained and the flight muscles in his chest burned as he sought to regain the altitude he'd lost in his dive. However, he was too numb with shock to feel the pain.<p>

He'd killed the Zippleback, he had no doubt about that. He told himself that it had been about to kill Astrid, that he'd had no choice but, the knowledge that it had been another innocent victim of the Queen - just like the Nadder in the cove - weighed heavily on his mind. It unsettled him just how easy it had been; all it took was a thought and a shift of his tail, then gravity did the rest. Worse, there was a small part of him that derived a dark, savage thrill from unleashing the power of the demon that haunted Berk's skies.

Below him, Astrid and Ruffnut picked themselves up out of the wreckage and continued down the alley, away from the remains of the barn.

His ear-fins perked, picking out a peculiar note from the cacophony of rushing wings. The sound grew in volume, and the Vikings on the ground reacted to it, throwing themselves to the ground or cowering behind shields.

A flash of recognition shot through Hiccup, followed by an icy surge of terror. He wobbled in the air as he swept his head from side to side, expecting to see the offspring of Lightning and Death itself screaming out of the dark towards him any moment.

A flicker of movement caught his eye, and his head snapped around to follow a black-on-black shape plunging out of the clouds. It unleashed its brilliant bolt of destruction, and for an instant the Night Fury was silhouetted - wings outstretched - against a flash of blue light. The next moment, she sped away into the night.

Hiccup took several deep breaths, realising he hadn't been the Night Fury's target.

On the ground, Astrid and Ruffnut joined with the group of warriors massing around the raid horn - he spotted Tuffnut and the rest of the fire crew among them.

He tried to turn away from the village and head for safer skies, telling himself that he couldn't do any more to help and that the longer he remained over Berk, the more he was at risk of being spotted by the Night Fury. However, the battle below drew his gaze like a gruesome lodestone, and he couldn't look away.

All too soon, that familiar, terrible whistle rang out once more and Hiccup watched in numb horror as an incandescent blue streak fell from the clouds, blasting a smoking crater into the ground.

Morbid curiosity drew his gaze to the impact site, where it suddenly became real curiosity; The blast had hit in the middle of the street, away from any intact buildings. His first thought was that impossibly, the Night Fury had missed.

It was only when he saw the blackened bodies thrown against the half-burnt wall of a nearby house that he realised what her target had been.

A chill ran down his spine; from time to time an unlucky person would get caught in the Night Fury's blasts, but she'd never directly targeted their warriors before. He swept his gaze over the burning village. With his father's nest hunt and the losses they'd already taken, Berk was critically short of defenders; they couldn't afford to let the Night Fury take out whole groups of men.

Hiccup beat his wings harder, rising up until he was skimming the bottom of the clouds. Gliding once more, he took a deep breath and began to scan the village below him.

Images of a night much like this one, searching for a black shape amongst the stars, swam through his mind. The last time he'd tried to bring down the Night Fury, it had cost him his humanity and very nearly his life; regardless, he had to try.

_There! _A flicker of movement on the edge of his vision. Hiccup put his faith in his newfound instincts and dove. He could see the Night Fury's target; a group men half-carrying, half-dragging an injured comrade towards the mead hall. He was coming in from above at a steeper angle, the Night Fury should have to -

A black streak passed beneath him. He adjusted his trajectory and fired. A blast of azure fire shot towards the Night Fury.

At the last moment, she screeched in surprise and rolled to the side, avoiding his shot by mere inches. He was so shocked by her sudden change in course that he froze for a moment, giving the Night Fury enough time to recover and throw open her wings.

By the time Hiccup could react and halt his own descent, she was already above and behind him. His shoulders strained as the air tugged at his wings, but he pushed back against it regardless, trying desperately to regain altitude - he didn't need a dragon's instincts to know that _below_ an angry Night Fury was a bad place to be.

He heard a telltale rushing of air above him and pulled in his right wing, throwing himself into a roll. He felt the heat of the fire blast on his scales as it passed, and was buffeted by the explosion a moment later.

No sooner had he righted himself, a blazing Nightmare leapt into his flight-path and he had to roll in the other direction to avoid it.

_I need to get away from the ground, _he thought desperately.

Ahead of him, one of the night vision torches had collapsed, setting fire to a row of houses. Hiccup angled towards the blaze, throwing in a couple of zig-zags in the hope of throwing off the Night Fury's aim.

The air over the fire was uncomfortably hot to his wing-membranes, and the smoke stung his eyes and throat, but he forced himself to turn sharply and remain above the fire. The thick black column of smoke would hide him from the Night Fury, but more importantly it was _rising._

For the next few moments, Hiccup's world was consumed by hot, suffocating heat and choking, smoke-filled air. His lungs burned and his eyes watered as he climbed upwards in a tight spiral. Eventually, he could stand it no longer, and he set his nose level, bursting out of the smoke into glorious, clear air.

He barely had time to suck in a breath of fresh air, before he had to throw himself into a roll to avoid another fire blast screaming towards him

Craning his neck to the side, he tried to catch a glimpse of the Night Fury, but turning his head disrupted the airflow over his body and slowed him down, limiting him to momentary glances.

Another bolt flew past him, close enough that he could smell the metallic odour left in its wake, forcing him to focus on what was in front of him.

"_Make no mistake, Night Fury!"_ The Queen bellowed from his pursuer's throat. _"If you continue to attack my flock, I will destroy you!"_

Hiccup's head-frills twitched in time with her words, but he didn't reply, focusing on keeping himself flying, despite the steadily growing burn in his flight muscles. Ahead of him, orange firelight reflected off the black ocean in Berk's harbour. He closed his eyes.

"_Give up this pointless flight now, and I'll spare your precious human settlement!"_

His head frills moved again, and his eyes opened. _"Never!"_,he roared, putting on a burst of speed, and turning upwards into a tight half-loop. He came out of the maneuver just above the source of the Queen's voice; the Night Fury.

He folded his wings and completed the loop in a whistling dive, launching a blast of his own towards the black dragoness. The Night Fury avoided his blast, but Hiccup followed his shot down regardless.

At the last moment he adjusted the angle of his dive to take him over the cliff edge towards the harbour; if he couldn't down the Night Fury, he could at least try and draw her away from Berk long enough for the defenders to rally.

* * *

><p>A murmur of fear passed through the warriors gathered around the raid horn, as monstrous shrieks sliced through the air above Berk.<p>

"What's it doing?" Astrid heard one of them ask.

"Probably summoning more of it's kind," someone replied.

"No, it's Thor," another said, "He's-"

His voice was cut off by another roar - she thought this one had a slightly different timbre - followed by a flash of blue light and a thunderous peal.

Astrid looked up at the sky in silent anxiety like the others, but for an entirely different reason. The specter of the Night Fury didn't hold the same sense of unknowable fear it used to for her, instead she knew that Hiccup was up there, doing battle with the black dragon, despite learning to fly barely an hour ago.

"Listen up, ye bunch o' sissies!" Gobber yelled, clambering onto the stone platform where the great bronze horn was mounted. "So the sky's making a lot o' noise; are we wimpy southerners cowed by a thunderstorm, or are we Vikings?"

The smith's words fooled no-one. Above the smoke, the air was dry; and no storm roared like a dragon. However, his rejection of the facts in front of him in the name of bravado spoke to the Viking spirit, and drew a few hoarse shouts of agreement from the crowd.

"This is it." Gobber declared. "The children and the elderly are barricaded in the mead hall. We're going to push across the main square and make our stand on the steps. We'll hold the beasts there, or we'll give the skalds a reason to remember our names. Now, ready yourselves!"

With that, the smith dropped down from the podium and slowly made his way to the front of the crowd as they formed up into several loose ranks.

Astrid found herself standing in the second line. On one side of her was her father. He grabbed her by the shoulders and pulled her to him, pressing his lips to her forehead. "My daughter," he murmured against her skin, "I love you." He pulled away a moment later, and Astrid turned to her other side.

"What?" Ruffnut said, "You expecting me to kiss you as well?"

"Ruff," she choked out, past the lump in her throat. "If..."

"I know," the twin replied, meeting her gaze. "I'll see you again in Valhalla."

They shared a brief nod, and both turned to face forwards, readying their weapons.

Astrid took a deep breath as she hefted her borrowed axe, forcing thoughts of her friends and loved ones from her mind. _This is what I trained for,_ she told herself, _I'm not afraid of death._

"For your families!" Gobber yelled. "Charge!"

With a bellow, the assembled Vikings raised their weapons in the air and pelted across the cobbled space. The few dragons prowling around the square took flight at the sight of a mass of charging warriors, who made it to the steps without incident.

"Form up!" Gobber barked; despite his peg leg, he'd still managed to keep pace with the last rank. "Get ready!"

The group hastily scrambled into a rough semicircle at the base of the stairs, weapons facing outwards. The village had gone strangely quiet. The sounds of battle ebbed for the moment, but Astrid could see monstrous shapes gathering in the shadows on the edge of the square. The tension in the air was palpable; in a moment the stillness would snap and be replaced with furious action.

A hoarse voice rang out from behind her. "What are you waiting for, you overgrown lizards?! Bring it on!"

The shout was taken up by the gathered warriors, and soon the square rang with overlapping, taunting battle cries. Astrid joined in, releasing the fear and anger that roiled within her in a single, wordless cry.

For a moment, there was absolute silence.

Then, with a roar and a burst of flame, the flock responded.

* * *

><p>The last Night Fury dove towards the black waters of Berk's harbor, chasing a swift-moving dark speck. The speck opened his wings at the last instant, and for a moment his path was traced out by a V of white water.<p>

She tried to pin her wings to her side, and let gravity carry her to oblivion, but the Queen was in total control, and her wings snapped open just before she hit the waves. A second cloud of spray was thrown up in her wake as she pursued the dark blur ahead of her.

The Night Fury wished she could somehow detach herself from her body, so she wouldn't have to watch what would inevitably happen to the black dragon she was slowly gaining on. She couldn't help wondering where he - some half-forgotten instinct told her he was male - had been all these years; It had been so long since she'd last hunted one of her kind, she'd thought she was the last. And why did he choose _now _- over an embattled human village - to appear? Surely the humans hadn't managed to capture him?

The Night Fury ahead of her turned sharply, and she banked to follow him - her wingtip nearly clipping the waves below her. Ahead, she could see he was making for a dense cluster of sea-stacks that rose out of the ocean.

Her jaws opened, sending air to the fire-source in her chest. She cringed inwardly, awaiting the dreadful screams of a burned, half-dead dragon falling helplessly from the sky, which had been etched into her memories countless times.

A moment later, a blazing bolt of blue fire left her maw. Every time, she told herself not to care, but she couldn't stop the surge of hope she felt when the shot sailed past him, and struck the base of one of the stacks, sending it crashing into the ocean in a cascade of boulders.

The Night Fury ahead of her panicked, and came to a near standstill in mid air. She was nearly on top of him by the time he recovered and dove through the gap between two adjoining stacks.

He led her on a breakneck chase through the maze of stone pillars. She banked left, then rolled right, then beat her wings to maintain speed. Then, the briefest moment of respite, before she turned again to avoid the next column of stone.

In a moment of detachment, she found herself studying the other Night Fury as he darted between the stacks, just barely staying ahead of her. As the seconds passed, measured in frantic turn after frantic turn, something began to niggle at the back of her mind. For the most part he flew with the natural grace that had made her species the feared and respected arbiters of dragonkind; however, every so often, there was a moment of almost hesitation when he became unstable and ungainly in the air, like a hatchling unfamiliar with his wings.

Her thoughts were dragged back into the moment as she rolled to avoid yet another rocky pillar and fired two shots in quick succession, collapsing a pair of stacks in front of her prey.

* * *

><p>Hiccup's heart pounded in his chest as he desperately wove between the unyielding towers of stone. It felt like a lifetime ago that he'd been gliding stealthily over his home, watching the battle unfold, and he'd been flying at nearly top speed ever since.<p>

Another column of rock loomed before him, and he barely managed to roll fast enough to avoid smashing his wing on the stone. As soon as the Night Fury dodged his first shot, he'd known he had no chance of out-flying her in open air, so in a last-ditch effort to stay ahead of her he'd flown into the stacks. The craggy pillars had rushed at him so fast that several times he had to rely solely on his new, untested instincts to avoid a bone-shattering collision.

His sensitive ears picked up the soft gasp as the Night Fury drew in air. Before he could react, two stacks in front of him exploded in flashes of azure light, blocking his path with a wall of falling rocks. He cast his gaze from side to side, but he had nowhere else to go. He angled his tail and pitched upwards carrying him over the jumble of fallen rocks.

He barely had time to realise that he was exposed before he heard another shot screaming through the air towards him. He pulled in his wings and rolled to avoid it.

A wall of force hit him, driving the air from his lungs and sending him into an uncontrolled spin. It took him a moment to realise that rather than streaking past him like the ones before, the fireball had detonated in mid air.

As he struggled to right himself, Hiccup caught a glimpse of a black shape climbing almost vertically upwards. By the time he managed to wrest back control of his flight, the Night Fury was nowhere to be seen. He immediately angled away from the black waves and sought to regain altitude, but it was in vain.

That all-too-familiar rising note met his ears, and a great weight hit him from above. He felt the Night Fury's legs wrap around him and he thrashed in her grip, but her limbs were like iron. Together they plummeted towards the ocean.

"_Fool!" _The Queen snarled into his ear. _"You throw away the power of an Alpha to protect a human village that would sooner see you dead!"_

Hiccup could make out the crests of individual waves, picked out in reflected firelight. He felt the Queen's grip on him shift. _"Time to die, Hiccup."_

Blinding pain shot through him and he let out an agonised cry as the Night Fury bit down on his wing-shoulder, teeth easily punching through his scales and puncturing the flight muscle beneath.

For an instant he was in free-fall.

Then everything went as back as the ocean he hit.

* * *

><p>Astrid fought. A Nadder lunged at her, and she tried to dodge, but her foot slipped in a pool of blood - she didn't know if it was dragon or human - sending her sprawling on the cobbles. The dragon loomed over her, preparing to strike. She threw her arms out in front of her.<p>

The Nadder's jaws snapped shut on the haft of her axe, inches away from her face. With a grunt, she wrenched the beast's head to one side, then let go of her weapon and rolled in the other direction.

She came up beside the dragon's head, dagger in hand, and without thinking drove the blade into the soft spot in its neck scales. Blood spurted out around the knife, and she tried not to think of how the same spot had felt under her gentle caress a few hours earlier.

"Astrid!" She turned around to see Ruffnut shove her way through the line towards her. "Are you okay?"

Astrid looked away as she pulled her knife out of the Nadder's neck, the dragon crumpling to the ground. "I'm fi-"

A deep roar shook the ground around her, and at the same time Ruffnut yelled "Look out!"

She dropped, wrestling her axe out of the Nadder's mouth. As she turned, she saw a Nightmare reared up on it back legs, wings spread. Flames began to flicker around its jaws. With a hoarse cry she drove forwards and upwards, swinging into the dragon's chest with a two-handed, overhead blow. She heard a grizzly graunch, and felt a shock run up her arms as the axe struck the creature's breastbone.

She pulled her weapon free and backpedalled, and as the Dragon fell forwards, Ruffnut finished off with a spear thrust through the eye.

Astrid swept her gaze from side to side as more dragons emerged from the smoke and darkness. Ahead, a pair of gronckles prowled towards them, and to her right, several Terrors turned bloodstained muzzles in their direction.

She rested her hand on Ruffnut's shoulder. "Back to the line!", she shouted over the din.

Together, they retreated to the relative safety of the Mead Hall's steps, and two warriors who had been resting behind the line stepped up to take their places. Somebody pressed a skin into her hands, and she drunk greatfully of the warm, stale water within.

Astrid looked around as she panted for breath. Several other warriors were slouched on the stairs nearby, watching the battle with haunted expressions, as their chests rose and fell with their breathing. She tried not to let her gaze linger on the motionless bodies lying on the steps behind them.

Somewhere in the back of her mind, she knew that they couldn't last, even resting some of their fighters as they were; she could see that there were less warriors in reserve than the last time she rested.

All too soon, one of their warriors staggered backwards exhausted, and she stepped up, taking his place in the line.

The battle became a blur for her; she knew that she killed dragons and received several minor injuries, but she lost count of both. All she knew was that she _hurt_ and that there was always another dragon to take the place of the ones she slew.

She fought, she bled and she killed, her axe steadily growing heavier in her hands, until, at last she stumbled, and somebody dragged her back behind the line. For several minutes, she lay there on the flagstones, her heart pounding in her ears, and her chest heaving. Then another warrior fell, and she dragged herself to her feet and took his place in the line.

Again, she fought until she could barely stand, and again she staggered back for a few precious moments of rest, before wearily taking up her axe again.

As she pulled her axe from the body of a fallen Nadder, the note that signaled Berk's doom rang out, and a building on the edge of the square exploded in a flash of blue light and a flurry of splinters.

_It can't be... _she thought.

"To the forest!" A terrified voice cried. "Save yourselves!"

"No!" Gobber bellowed hoarsely. "Hold the line! Protect your families!"

She stared up at the sky, paralyzed by the creeping realisation that Hiccup was likely dead, and Berk would soon follow. There was a roar of flame and a blazing projectile arced overhead, smashing into the flank of an airborne Nightmare. In its wake, several more projectiles - both incendiary and stone - followed, raining down on the Dragons. Snarls of pain and roars of agony rang out as the deadly hail smashed skulls and shattered wings.

Astrid looked towards their catapult towers - had someone managed to break away and retake them?

No, those towers had been destroyed in the last raid. Anyway, the shots hadn't come from that direction, they'd come from the direction of -

_The Harbour!_

Her gaze darted across the body- and rubble-strewn square to the ramps leading to the docks; those catapult shots had to have come from a ship. A Nadder charged past her, and Astrid saw her opening. A flare of hope revitalised her and, disregarding the protests of her companions and abused muscles, she put her head down and sprinted for the ramps.

A pack of Terrors tried to stop her, but she bulled through them, ignoring the pricks of their needle-sharp claws. Seconds later, she skidded to a stop at the edge of the plaza, on the cliffs overlooking the harbour.

Lit up like a beacon by a multitude of lamps and hand-held torches, a single longship was moored side-on to the end of the longest pier. The ship's square sail was emblazoned with a familiar image of a crimson dragon impaled on a pair of crossed swords. Even from a distance, there was no mistaking the copper-haired giant of a man who leapt down onto the docks, warhammer in hand.

"It's Stoick!" Astrid cried, feeling tears streaming down her cheeks. "He's back!"

A weary cheer went up from the haggard semicircle of defenders, and moments later an answering bellow echoed up from the docks as warriors began to stream off the packed deck. Stoick raised his hammer and, with their Chief at their head, the returning warband pounded up the ramps towards their homes.

Astrid wanted to fall to her knees in relief, but she knew the battle wasn't over yet, so she pushed aside her fatigue, raised her axe and joined the returning warriors in their charge back across the square.

She found herself alongside the Chief as they reached the steps of the Great Hall. Without a word, his warriors spread out along the line, relieving the shattered defenders, while the Chief pushed through the crowd, aiming for one figure in particular.

"Odin's Beard! Yer' a sight for sore eyes!" Gobber exclaimed, clasping hands with his childhood friend.

"Glad I made it in time," Stoick replied. "How is it?"

The smith's face darkened. "It's bad. I got everyone I could into the hall, and we've been holding here ever since, but..."

"You did the best you could," the Chief replied, resting a hand on his shoulder. "Now, let's make them pay."

Gobber raised his axe-hand in a threatening gesture. "Yes, let's!"

* * *

><p>Astrid took two more turns in the defensive line that night but, from the moment Stoick returned, it was clear that the tide of battle had turned in the Berkians' favour. With the addition of the reinforcements from Stoick's ship, they were able to shore up their line and, with more men at their disposal, they were able to more effectively rest their fighters.<p>

The dragons seemed to realise this, and their attacks on the beleaguered line turned from a continuous assault into a series of waves. Gradually the assaults grew less and less frequent, until, as the first tendrils of dawn began to tint the sky, a great cry went up from the flock. As one, the remaining dragons took flight, winging their way northwest towards the hidden nest.

A few hoarse victory cries followed after them, but most of the warriors around Astrid simply let out a sigh of relief. She heard several metallic clangs as some of them dropped their weapons and fell to the ground at their feet out of sheer exhaustion.

She managed to stumble, a few paces away, to the first of the steps that led up to the mead hall before she let her axe slip from her fingers and half-slumped, half-sat on the stairs. She stared out at the slowly brightening sky, between the pillars of smoke, in an exhausted haze. There were less fires than she remembered; she supposed that with no one to fight them, the flames must have simply burnt themselves out.

Her gaze drifted downwards to the blood-stained cobbles of the square. The bodies of dragons were thick on the ground; in places they'd been pulled together into makeshift barricades. And a very human leg hung out from one of the gruesome palisades.

Her stomach turned, and she hunched forwards, spilling bitter bile onto the ground before her.

Sometime later, her father came and sat beside her, and she found herself sobbing softly into his shoulder. She'd been a member of the fire crew since she was thirteen; she'd seen the raids and death before, but those skirmishes hadn't prepared her for this war- no, this _butchery _- that had unfolded in the square before her. Ever since she could hold an axe, she had trained to fight and kill dragons and, before she'd met Stormfly, she had joined the village in praising the warriors who managed a particularly impressive or skillful kill. But there was no time for skill or celebration when the dragons outnumbered you two-to-one, and the next one was upon you before the first had even stopped bleeding.

She watched in numb silence as Stoick began to pick his way through the crowd of exhausted warriors. As she followed his movements, a detached part of her mind picked out her friends; Snotlout, The Twins, even Fishlegs. Ostensibly, the Chief was checking on his people, offering condolences and words of encouragement here and there, but she could see in his face that he was searching for someone - a search she knew would ultimately be futile.

Eventually Stoick came to stand beside Gobber. "Where is he?" he asked in a hushed voice, that she just managed to overhear, "Where's Hiccup?"

The smith hesitated, before gently touching Stoick's arm with his remaining hand. "I'm sorry, old friend, we couldn't find him. I'll -"

"No," Stoick cut him off, "My son..." The chief took in a great, shuddering, breath. "Hiccup... is dead."

* * *

><p><em>Pyrrhic - Of, relating to, or resembling Pyrrhus, king of Epirus; a victory won at too great a cost to have been worthwhile for the victor.<em>

_Skald - Poets who performed in the courts of Scandinavian and Icelandic leaders during the Viking age. Akin to the bards in Celtic societies._

**Author's Notes:**

_Mwhahahaha!_

Okay, I MAY have slightly gone into 'evil author' mode with where I placed the ending of this chapter, but everybody loves a good cliffhanger, right? :P

Anyway, joking aside, this chapter was a ~6,700 word battle scene, and I don't have much experience writing fight scenes longer than a couple thousand words, so I hope this wasn't too boring for you. I know I may have gotten a little bit gruesome with some of the descriptions, especially from Astrid's POV, and I might be slightly straining the bounds of the 'T' rating, but I felt it was necessary to properly convey Astrid's first experience of the real, brutal, horror of war. (Plus, I admit, there is a certain sense of satisfaction that I get out of writing a particularly visceral description)

I did promise you lovely readers some more 'Toothless', and I gave you a few hundred more words from her POV, although I feel that may not have satisfied what some of you were hoping for. I might not have made this clear earlier, but the concept of this story was for a transformation fic, where Hiccup doesn't have another Night Fury to help him through it. So, while 'Toothless' does have an important part to play in this story, it's still going to be a little while before she gets to take centre-stage.

My fanfic recommendation for you this time is another venerable classic of this archive; the wonderfully titled _To Soar into the Sunset: A Night Fury's Odd Memoir_ by the equally cleverly named _Fjord Mustang_. _To Soar into the Sunset_ is a retelling of the events of the first movie through the eyes of Toothless. The author took heavy influence from classic science fiction author Robert Heinlein in writing the story, and while I've never read any Heinlein, the sci-fi elements show through strongly, with its portrayal of the dragons ('The People' as they're referred to throughout) as a truly alien species, with a society and culture very different from that of humans.

_To Soar into the Sunset_ is also a touching tale of Toothless' coming-of-age and of an outcast Night Fury's growing friendship and bond with an outcast Viking. I'd even go so far as to say it's probably the second-best depiction of Hiccup and Toothless' bond I've seen in fanfic (after _The Antic Repartee's 'Hitchups',_ which I've discussed previously in these notes). There's also a side-story/sequel entitled _Blind Spot_ which stars a dimension-travelling, telepathic horse (long story) that I've sadly never been able to get into.

Finally, as always, thank you to everyone who's read this far, and please leave your thoughts on the chapter in a review!

~Superbun


End file.
